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The Ismailis first appeared in history as an off¬
shoot of the Shi'a sect in Islam, upholding, in common
with the other Shi'as, the doctrine that 'All and his
descendants had the sole right to the headship of the
Islamic state in succession to the Prophet, and
maintaining, in opposition to the other Shi'a groups,
that this particular office should always be occupied
by a living Imam, directly descended from the prophet.
Thus, an affirmation of the orinciple of temporal and
spiritual leadership on the part of 'All's descendants,
and a repudiation of the doctrine of the hidden Imam
prevalent among the other Shi'a groups, formed the two
most distinctive strands in their ideology. In
addition, in the course of history they came to regard
the Imam mystically, and to attribute divine cowers to
him. It is believed that when the Mongols overran
the fortress of Alamut, where the Nizari Ismailis or
"Assassins", a branch of the Patimids, had established
a secure enclave, the Imam's son and successor went
into hiding, and that he and his successors in turn
continued to function as Imama of their congregation,
ii
though under a cloak of secrecy and disguise. That
Isnailism survived the Mongol onslaught is beyond doubt,
for evidently, missionaries, or "Pirs" as they are called,
arrived in India after the Mongol invasion to
disseminate the faith amidst the populace in Sind,
Gujrat, etc., thus creating what is known as the "Khoja"
Ismaili community. The religion of the Khojas,
called "Satnanth" in the numerous devotional songs and
poems (ginans) which constitute the legacy of the
conversion, is a symbiosis between mystical Islam
(Sufism), and certain varieties of Hinduism. In the
nineteenth century, the then Imam of the Ismailis, the
Aga Khan I emerged from obscurity when he rebelled against
the Persian Shah and was forced to flee to India. In
the same century, growing numbers of Israailis began to
migrate to East Africa, while from the turn of the present
century, the Aga Khan III, the new Imam, rose into
prominence on a wide front owing to his multifarious
oolitical activities, his interest in the social welfare
and advancement of the Muslins, and his friendshio with
international statesmen, as well as his own colourful
social activities. He dies in 1957, after appointing
his young grandson to succeed him as the forty-ninth
Imam of the Ismailis.
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TTnon their arrival in East Africa, the Israailis found
themselves in a milieu strikingly different from the land
they had left. The new environment presented a challenge
calling forth important modifications in the outlook and
social structure of the community, especially in the wake
of the impact of Western culture. An analysis of the
way in which the community responded to this challenge,
and the subsequent ever-shifting pattern of interaction
between the religious system and the cultural life of the
community, forms the essential part of this thesis.
The political and cultural changes to which the Ismailis
showed themselves to be especially susceptible, led to
movements on a deeper and less directly observable planf,
serving to sustain an over-all comoatibility between
the religious and social soheres of the community. The
role of the Aga Khan III and his successor in initiating
and steering these changes has been crucial, since both
Imams, with their tremendous authority in the community
and their close acquaintance with the Western world,
encouraged the community to revolutionize their life-style.
The authority and respect that they proved to have in the
community serves to draw attention to the historical
beliefs regarding the Imamat, which form the core of the
Ismaili world-view. The Imamat, indeed, has been an
institution of archetypal significance in being the focus
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of tremendous psychic energy on the oart of the Israailis,
channelled into mystical worship as well as social
cohesion. The interaction between a centuries old
tradition furnishing sharp boundries to the ethos of the
community, and the truly revolutionary changes ushered in
by momentous events, the chief one of these being the
end of colonial rule and the attainment of independent
status by the East African countries, has been highly
comnlex. In this process, the Imamat, represented in
the Aga Khan, served an at once catalytic and redressive
function. Throughout this thesis, while the changes
triggered off by impact from internal and external forces
in the community are described in detail, it has also
been found rewarding to harness the insights of
sociological theory in order to identify and understand
the forces at work.
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Note regarding transliteration
The following points should be noted in connection with
the transliteration of non-English terms in this thesis :
1. Arabic and Persian words which remain outside the
class of those words of Arabic and Persian origin
which have become key-terras in Indian Ismailism, are
transliterated in accordance with the conventional
rules governing transliteration from Arabic and
Persian into English.
2. ?or the rest, those words of Arabic or Persian origin
which have come to be employed among the Khoja
l8mailis as key-terras in their thought, as well as
more straightforwardly Gujrati words, are all
transliterated here in accordance with the form




The Isnailis have come to be well-known in the
modern world as followers of His Highness the Aga Khan.
This statement, in spite of its very general nature,
implicitly brings out two features of fundamental
importance in the description of contemporary Ismaili
societies. Firstly, by defining them as followers
of the Aga Khan, the statement rightly identifies
the belief in the Imamat (of which office the Aga
Khan is the current holder) as the focal point in
the Ismaili religious and social system. Indeed, the
doctrine of Imamat has been the primary differentiating
feature of Ismailism since its emergence, and in spite
of numerous historical changes in the course of time,
the central functional importance of the Imamat has
persisted, and has as a matter of fact occupied a
pivotal position in reference to social changes.
Secondly, by the very nature of the definition, the
statement implies that contemporary Ismaili
communities are distinct units in their respective
environments - in other words communities sufficiently
2
delineated to be identified as distinct from other
societies on the basis of definite characteristics.
Though it is not necessary that a group of people
should be organized on self-conscious lines for them
to be identifiable as a society, a certain minimum
organization providing for the essential interaction
of the individual members of the society seems to be
the general feature of most societies. A distinctive
feature of contemporary Ismaili societies, however, is
an elaborate system of organization which is not unlike
that of a political institution or state, so that in
addition to the normal criteria for identifying the
Ismailis in a particular country as a distinct "society"
on their own, observers frequently point out the
distinctive nature of their organization as a secondary
differentiating factor in relation to other societies.
Both these features will be discussed in greater
detail at a later stage in this thesis. For the
present, it is essential to consider at some length
the historical background of the rise and development
of Ismailism as a sect in Islam, so that relevant
processes of continuity and change in the historical
development of the system can be located and isolated
for later sections of this work.
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There are several justifications for a
preliminary discussion of the historical background of
the rise of Ismailisra as a separate movement within the
Shi'a sect of Islam, as a prelude to this study# The
chief of these is that such a consideration is essential
for the theoretical presuppositions of this thesis.
Changes within an institution or society cannot be
analysed except against a background of continuity.
This necessitates th* isolation of a particular
constant feature or a set of such constant features
against which the changes can be examined• I intend
to prooose the view that the belief in the Imamat
constitutes the constant feature of Ismailisra in the
period with which we are concerned in this thesis#
Indeed, the isolation of this constant feature is
essential for our being able to proceed at all with
this study, for there ought to be a common denominator
for us to be able to identify two societies at different
points of time, both "Israaili". However, the
institution of the Imamat during this period is but a
phase in the history of the institution since the time
it came into being as the distinctive feature of
Ismailism, Considering the issue from a slightly
different angle, a major theoretical question in the
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historical study of Ismailism would be whether the
different Ismaili societies in history ought to be
considered as constituting one system on the whole,
or whether they should be treated separately as
totally different societies. The first extreme is as
consistent with an ideological or apologetic position,
and therefore untenable for our purpose, as the second
is unhistorical. The solution td the problem lies in
singling out from the various societies their religious
system (i.e. Ismailism). Indeed in comtemporary East
Africa, for instance, where the Ismailis share common
cultural characteristics with other societies of Indian
origin, and a common national loyalty with other
citizens of the respective countries, the importance
of their religious system as the sole differentiating
factor of their society needs to be especially
emphasized. Again, however, to treat Ismailism as a
homogenous doctrinal entity through the course of
history is historically untenable. Within Ismailism,
therefore, a second process of isolation could be
carried out, and the belief in a specific line of
Imamat can be identified as the distinguishing feature
which renders justifiable the designation of both
the Fatimid system in Egypt in the 10th century, and
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the Satoanth system in Grujerat in the fifteenth
century, for instance, as "Israaili".
Apart from the relevance of the earlier history
of Ismailisra to the theoretical framework of this
study, certain other factors linking contemporary
Ismailism to its historical precedents ought to be
noted. Social systems "contain" their past, so to
sneak, in an incapsulated form. In other words, the
structure of a society and its institutions at a
given time have their historical past incorporated
into them, just as an individual personality at a
given moment in the present contains its past in an
incapsulated form. Evidence of transmission of
ideas through time in specific cases reinforces this
concept of incansulation of the past. The history
of the conversion of various societies to Ismailism at
different times in different parts of the world shows
that some of the essential and indispensable character
istics of Ismailism were transmitted to the faith of
the converts, and were adopted as central features
through which the new followers could find a social
identity. In other cases the work of conversion was
affected by certain important original characteristics
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of Ismailism which were very much a part of the
spiritual orientation of the missionaries. This in
turn influenced the shape and form of the ideational
system of the converts. In a more straightforward
way, the existence of its past within a social system
at a given time in the present is shown by the members'
awareness of their history, either through interest in
historical works, or through oral tradition, or through
what is called "mythological history", i.e. conceptions
of the oast which do not coincide with historical
reality, but which, nevertheless, are not necessarily
divorced from this reality. The relevance of these
ideas to contemporary Israaili Societies will be
discussed later. For the oresent, after thus having
located the points of interaction between contemporary
Ismailism and its past, we will proceed to a brief
discussion of the historical background to the central
imoortance of the Imamat in the Israaili worid-view.
The problems arising on the death of a charismatic
leader such as a prophet have certain common features
all over the world. Whether succession to the
leadershin of the Islamic community (divested, of course,
of the nrophetic qualification of Muhammad) was to
deuend on the -orincinle of hereditarily transmitted
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charisma or on selection by representatives of the
community who occupied more or less the same role as
elders or patriarchs in the pre-Islamic social structure,
was a question that existed in germinal form at the
death of the Prophet, although it does not seem to
have arisen as a serious issue until after the death
of fTJthman, the third Khalifa, The "Shl'a", of whom
the Ismailis are a sub-sect, later came to be used as
a general term standing for all those groups who held
that 'All, the cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet
and one of the first converts to Islam, was the
legitimate successor to the Prophet, and that the
right to the Khilafa or leadership of the Islamic
community was restricted to his family. Exactly when
the Shl'a movement originated, and what factors played
a causal role in its develonraent, is a matter of
historical interpretation, for it depends on the degree
of articulation and defined doctrine that one holds to
be necessary before it can be characterized as a
distinct movement. To be sure, there had been
individuals during the life of 'All who at best seem
to have accorded him a veneration closely bordering
on the religious,^" At any rate, after the Battle of
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Siffin in 657 A.D., the desertion of the Khawarij
led to the beginning of a polarization of views
about the Khilafa from which the Shi a later emerged
as a distinctive group. The martyrdom of Imam Husayn
at Kerbala in 680 A.I), not only sealed any immediate
possibilities of the absorption of the Shi'a within
the mainstream of orthodox Islam but, what is more
important for certain aspects of this study, also
introduced the sense of the tragic, the passion
associated with an oppressive awareness of suffering
and martyrdom, as the chief characteristic of the
religious experience of the Shicite. The growing
number of Muslim converts from the Aramaeans of Iraq
and from the inhabitants of the Iranian provinces
(both with long traditions of divine kingship in their
respective societies), and the status of inferiority
to which they found themselves relegated as members
"*:^e Hawaii class, as well as increasing resentment
against the Hmayyad rulers, are important factors.
These and other factors must be noted as constituting
a complex of characteristic social phenomena which
rendered particular strata of Islamic society
predisposed to receiving and developing with singular
zeal ideas centered round the necessity of a divinely
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appointed saviotjr. In any case, what is important
to note for the purpose of the present study is the
Shicite ideas forming the content of that particular
type of religiosity within the framework of Islam that
laid emphasis on the purity and supreme wisdom of the
*Alid progeny, an emphasis that was charged with strong
emotional intensity derived from the tragic death
of Imam IJusayn at Kerbela and a subsequent history of
persecution.
With the passage of time expectations of an
imminent victory of one or other ^lid figure gave way
to a more stabilized belief in a continuous succession
of Imams as the only legitimate form of leadership.
A theocratic conception of the Islamic state, to which
were added religious ideas of the infallibility and
mystical knowledge of the Imams, became the mainstay
of the Shi'ite doctrine. It is not surprising that
frequent contentions in the history of the Shlca were
based on which member of the deceased Imam's family
was to be acknowledged as his rightful successor.
The death of Imam Jacfar as Sadiq in 765 A.D. was an
9 « *
occasion for one such important conflict. A section
of his followers adopted his younger son Musi as his
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successor, while another section declared the right
to the Imamat to be residing in the descendants of
his elder son, Isma'Il. The former came to be known
as Ithna'ashariyya or "twelvers", since they
acknowledged only twelve Imams. The gist of the beliefs
that emerged as part of the community's creed was that
the twelfth Imam had gone into concealment and would
re-emerge as the triumphant saviour. The other
section of the community, who adopted Israa'll's descendants
as the Imam, came to be known as Ismailis. They
organised an elaborate system of da'is. for prosely-
tization. Successful mission activity in the Maghrib
led to the establishment of the ^atimid dynasty of
Ismaili Imams in 909 A.D. The empire thus founded
lasted for over two centuries. A second important
split occurred in 1094 on the death of Al-Mustansir
bi-l-lah, when a section adopted his younger son
Musta'll as the Imam, while another section of the
community proclaimed the elder son Nizar as the Imam.
The latter came to be known as Nizarx Ismailis.
It is important to note at this stage, in view
of the later discussion on ImSmat in this thesis, the
specific nature of the ideation in early Ismailism.
Significant differences exist between the "Patimid notion
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of hierarchy in the cosmos and in the religious order,
as well as its highly intellectual and abstract
doctrine, and the Rizarl doctrine with its predominating
emotional and Sufistic trend• These differences,
however, are not absolute, and the equally strong
emphasis on the ImSmat in both systems provides a link
between the ideation of the two systems. In general,
Fatimid Ismaili doctrine rested, as did later Ismaillism,
on the dichotomy between the ^ahir, or exoteric aspects
of the Faith, and the batin, or its exoteric aspects.
The latter should not be confused with "secret" doctrine.
Rather, it denotes the spirit behind the letter of the
Islamic revelation, or its "inner" meaning. While
the revelation of the law was promulgated by the
Prophet, it remained up to the Imam to interpret the
law through his wisdom, for he was gifted with the
power of ta'wil. This basic dichotomy intersected with
the macrocosmie-microcosmic concepts of the world,
religion and man derived from Greek philosophy, which
were integrated within an Islamic framework. Thus the
world came into being through "emanations^ which are
organized in a hierarchical relationship. This
doctrine is expounded in its most abstract and systematic
2
form in the works of Rasir-i-Khusraw. The Supreme
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Being in this system is presented as utterly
transcendent and incomprehensible, who created the
Aqli-kull.or "Universal Beason", through His Amr.
or Act of Volition. Immediately below the Aqli-kull
in the hierarchy of emanations comes the Nafs-i-Kull,
or "Universal Soul", following which there are many
emanations,each subordinate to the one going before
it. This cosmic hierarchy has a corresponding system
in the human organism, and, what is more important,
in the order of religious functionaries. For the
pronhet (also called the natiq or "sneaker", since he
promulgates the revelation), is the highest entity in
the hierarchy, followed immediately by the asas or
was! who is •All, the first Imam, continued, so to
speak, in the succeeding Imams, each of whom is also
called the samit or "the silent one". Below him is
a hierarchy of da'Is. headed by the fru.jjat or the
"Proof", the chief da'i. It is interesting to note
that this highly systematized conceptual structure
is paralleled by an equally systematized political
structure. Perhaps the political vicissitudes of the
Nizari community, and the day to day uncertainty with
which they had to cope, was not unrelated to the
abandonment of the strictness with which this
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hierarchical system had been maintained. For in the
NizSri Ismaili doctrine we find the hierarchy reduced,
and in place of this intellectualistic element we find
x
a strongly emotional and mystical element.
We will now turn briefly to the other major area
of Isinaili mission activity, the area which is more
immediately relevant from the historical point of view
to the present study, the Indo-Pak subcontinent.
As early as during the Pre-Fatimid phase of Ismailism,
Iemaili missionaries had been active in Sind
From Sind, Ismailism spread to Multan, Gujrat, and
Punjab, and was established in these areas while the
Fatimlds ruled in Egypt. An interesting feature of
conversion activity at this time was that the da'is
working in India were in contact with the Imam at Cairo,
and thus a centralized control from the Fatimid head-
o
quarters seems to have been maintained. Ismaili
activity appears to have survived in the kingdoms of
Multan and Mansurah in Sind despite frequent invasions
and persecution from other dynasties, culminating in
the militant and savage attacks by Mahmud of Ghazna.'5
Indeed, the two kingdoms were frequently subjected to
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prolonged Ismaili rule. Finally, the Sumra dynasty
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took over Sind from the Ghaznavids in the middle of the
eleventh century, and ruled over ^ind for over three
centuries. Historical evidence makes it seem most
7
likely that the Suraras were Ismailis.
The decisive event for the emergence of a new and
distinct form of Ismailism in India, however, was the
arrival of Nizari. Ismaili missionaries from °ersia
from the twelfth century onwards. There are several
important differences between the Fatimid mission in
India and that of the Nizarl. Persian missionaries.
?7hile the Fatiraid dacIs seem to have been under general
supervision from the central organization of the dacwa
in North Africa, the Nizarl Ismailis preached almost
wholly on their own initiative. Again, far from being
oart of a central organization for oroselytization,
the Nizari Ismaili missionaries or "?IrsH as they are
called in Ismaili literature, preached as individuals.
In fact, during the period of the great Pirs, only one
PIr is said to have been recognized as such during his
lifetime, so that according to the tradition prevalent
in the Ismaili community today, each phase in the
history of the spread of Ismailisra in India is dominated
by a particular Plr. The over-all result of this is
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that the ^Irs stand out in the literature of Ismailisra
as individual figures of dominating importance, regarded
by the converts as next only to the Imam. Indeed,
although ideas regarding the Imamat formed the essential
core of the new teaching, the fact that the new converts
(whose world in any case must have extended no further
than their own village or the immediately surrounding
area) had not seem the Imam nor could possibly have had
any notion of the geographical situation of his
residence, must have added considerably to the importance
of the Plr as the only tangible and concrete symbol of
their new faith. In addition to this, the Hindu
tendency to venerate the"Guru" or religious teacher, as
well as the Sufistic concept of the divine knowledge of
the "Pir" or "Murshid" (it is interesting to note,
incidentally, the use of the common term "Plr" for the
religious guide in both Persian Sufism and Indian
Ismailism), reinforced the overwhelming importance of the
Pir in the new system. Finally, while Ismailis, or at
least certain Ismaili families in Sind during the Fatimid
period were politically active, the converts to Nizarl
Ismailism were solely preoccupied with non-uolitical
and mystical interests. It seems possible, however,
that large numbers of people from single castes were




of thoae who were not irretrievably entrenched in the
traditional Hindu caste structure. For it seems
reasonable to suppose that such a conversion on a
collective basis could have taken place in only those
groups among whom the caste norms were imperfectly
ins titutionalized•
The new religion which came into being as a result
of the preaching of the Pirs was a symbiosis of Hindu
and Islamic ideas. The Hinduism in the new faith was
represented by carefully selected ideas, among which
beliefs about the successive incarnations of Vishnu
figured centrally, while the Islamic element was
represented by Fizarl Ismailism, shorn of its
hierarchical aspect?and reinforced by a strongly
mystical element. Ivanow remarks on the difficulties
in conversion encountered by Sunni Muslim missionaries
whose puristic demands meant that the new converts
were in effect not only to be Islaaized but also
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"Arabicized". The Ismaili Pirs, on the other hand,
were prepared to approve continued observance of
indigenous customs, so long as certain fundamental
principles of Islam were made the basis of "the inner
and intimate life"The Sufistic orientation of
Ismailism reinforced this symbiotic asoect of the new
faith, for, "laying stress on the moral and spiritual
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moments in religious life, the doctrine of the pirs
did not attach special importance to the forms of
outward piety."
The chief Islamic element in the new faith consisted
of the implications of the belief that divine revelation
had begun with Adam and was perfected in Muhammad, that
there was a long series of inspired messengers in
between, and that no nation or people in history had
been left without divine guidance. Drawing the
implications of this belief to the full, the Pirs
explained the "Avatars" or "incarnations" in Hindu
belief as periodic manifestations of the Deity. The
process of manifestation or epiohany of the Divine
Being, however, according to the Pirs, had not stopped,
and Ali was the tenth incarnation of the Divine Essence
who was continued, so to speak, in his successor Imams.
Each Imam was a manifestation of the Divine Essence and
obedience to him was the only means of gaining
salvation. To this central concept, which exists as
the focal point of the teaching of the Pirs, were added
Hindu ideas of rebirth and cosmogony, as well as
certain carefully selected elements from Hindu mythology,
to constitute a more or less systematic teaching. The
new faith was called "Satoanth", or "true path".
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According to Ismail! tradition, it was Pir Sadardln
who attempted to organize the followers of the new
faith on rudimentary lines, by building them a
.jamat-khana where they could worship, and appointing
a mukhl as the official presiding over the
congregation. These have survived today as the
essential features of the organization of the lemaili
communities in India, Pakistan, East Africa and certain
other places. It is again ?Ir Sadardln who is said to
have named the new followers "Khwaja", loosely translated
as "gentlemen1*, the term which is still in existence
today in its corrupted form/'Khoja'* « The teachings
of the new faith were embodied in profoundly mystical
poems called "ginans" (from the Sanskrit jnan, meaning
"knowledge"). It is the noetic aopeal of the ginans
which forms the main content of the religious experience
in Satnanth Israailism. Wldamir Ivanow rightly
attributes the distinctive mystical religiosity of
Satpanth to the noetic intensity of the ginans.
Beararking on "the strange fascination, the majestic
pathos and beauty" of the ginans,he observes that their
"mystical appeal equals, if not exceeds, that exercised
by the Coran on Arabic speaking peoples".
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It was this set of beliefs, embodied in the
ginans and based primarily on the belief in the
continued presence of the Imam on earth as the tenth
incarnation of the Divine Essence, which was in
existence among the Fhojas of the Indo-Pak sub¬
continent when the Aga Khan I migrated to India.
The latter was the forty-sixth Imam in direct descent
from 'All according to Ismaili tradition, and he
arrived at Bombay in 1&45, after having been involved
in political conflict on his home-ground in Persia.
By this time, a long tradition of taqiyya or
dissimulation of belief with an end to escaping from
persecution, as well as the absence of the Imam or
any outstanding deputy of his from among the community
since the period of the important PIrs, had resulted
in a state of highly amorohous and informal
organisation. This afforded ample room for what is
often called "deviant behaviour"• An important
expression of dissent culminated in the famous Khoja
case of 1866. Meanwhile, a growing number of
Ismaili migrant families had been settling in
Zanzibar, off the coast of East Africa, and, in later
years, in other important coastal towns. The
re t>e reuse ions of the dissent were felt in the new
home of the migrants, where parallel movements of
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secession took place. The task of the Imam and the
loyal followers was therefore to give a more firmly
defined identity to the community through stress on
central and differential doctrinal concepts, through
definite and uniform religious practices, through
constitutional actions, and, finally, through internal
organisation. Our purpose in this thesis will be
to study these changes within an analytic framework.
At this stage, therefore, we will devote a few words
to the theoretical methods which will constitute this
analytic framework,
Properly speaking, the rest of the chapters in
this thesis will contain an account of the changes
in the social structure, institutions and religious
ideation of the Fhoja Ismaili societies, against a
background of the essential features of Satpanth,
The point of departure in time for the study of these
changes will be the arrival of the Imam Hasan'allshah
in Bombay in 1845. The area in reference to which
the impact of these changes will be discussed,
especially in connection with the Imamat of the kga
TThan III (1835-1957), is East Africa. By necessity,
therefore, this study will draw its insights from
the theoretical orientations of both History and
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Sociology. While a non-sociologically orientated
history of the community would fail to do Justice
to its social dynamics, one of the assumptions of
this thesis is that the wpurett sociological studies
of Ismailis have severe limitations for the following
two reasons* (a) because such a sociological study,
owing to its methodological demands would necessitate
the selection of one Ismaili society in a restricted
area in the present for concentrated study, to that
extent it is historical. In view of the importance
of historical events and the transmission of religious
ideas in the Ismailis, such a study would afford only
a partial and perhaps even an erroneous picture,
(b) as a sequel to this, and by virtue of some of
their theoretical presuppositions, sociological
studies sometimes have a tendency to obscure the
importance of the impact of ideas, especially
religious doctrines, on society - a factor which
will be considered as fundamentally important
in this thesis.
In the following chapters, therefore, we will
outline the changes in the organization of the
l3maili society in East Africa over the specified
period. In the course of considering these changes,
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we will also refer to the changes in the relationship
of the community with other Muslim communities, with
other communities of Indian origin, and with the
political developments in the country. Also,
relevant social processes in the other communities
will be noted on a comparative basis, so that valid
generalisations regarding differential factors can
be attempted. Throughout the study, we shall
devote a large part of our attention to the religious
ideation of the community, discussing its impact
upon the social changes and, in turn, the impact of
the latter on the religious ideas. The belief in
the Imamat as the essential basis of this ideation
will be isolated in order to provide the continuous
factor against which the changes can be examined.
Finally, an attempt will be made to integrate our




The Doctrine in the Ginans
The Ginans are one of the important mainsprings of
the religious life of the Israailis in East Africa. In
this, the latter share a fundamental characteristic in
common with the Ismailis in India and Pakistan, and in
some other countries. Properly speaking, the ginans
are poetic compositions, written in different Indian
languages and divided into varying numbers of stanzas
or verses, all arranged in metrical form (though the
metre is not always strictly observed, resulting at
some olaces in a looseness of form that comes close to
arose). The poetic form of each glnan is associated
with a specific tune in which it is intended to be sung
aloud. Certain ginans, however, have a single tune
ascribed to them, and these can therefore be identified
in grouse, although there are very few ginans which thus
share tunes in common. The last verse of each glnan
usually contains the name of the PIr supposed to have
composed it, and is usually in the form "PIr so-and-so
said ....". In this they resemble the Persian Ghazals.
with their Takhallus. Apart from the numerous single
ginans, believed to have been written by various PIrs,
there are several large glnSns, some indeed running into
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several hundreds of stanzas, attributed to one or the
other 13 ir. The content of the ginans consists mainly
of rhetorical questions, didactic statements, similes
and parables, and their anneal is poetic and intensely
emotional and inspirational, rather than scholastic or
logistic. A. general examination of the contents of
the ginans is the main concern of this chanter, and will
follow a preliminary discussion of the conversion process
traditions regarding individual Plrs, and some
essential features of the religion they preached .
Prom the point of view of the analytic framework
of this thesis, it should be noted that the material
in the ginans, examined in this chapter, will furnish
for us a point of departure against which developments
in East African Ismailism can be assessed in terms of
contrast. In other words, the glrians, along with
cultural traits and customs and practices, derived from
Indian societyywould constitute a point of departure
from which a study of the development of new values
which had adantive functions in the East African milieu
could be undertaken. An important fact to be noted
here is that the ginans have remained the mainstay
of fsmaili religious life until this day, and they
occupy the same position in the doctrinal system of the
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Ismailis in East Africa as they do in the doctrine cf
the Ismailis in some other countries, including India
and Pakistan. This feature of contemoorary Ismailism
serves only to underline the fact that at any given
point in time, a particular social system can comprise
parallel trends, some consisting of relatively recent
developments, others being a continuation of traditions
taken over from the more remote oast. This is notably
true of the Ismaili society in East Africa, where the
glnans are a constant element in the doctrine, inherited
from the historical process of conversion in the Indo-^ak
sub-continent several centuries ago. Nothing can be
more inapprooriate, therefore, than to ascribe to the
whole of the Ismaili social system in East Africa a
specific date as a starting point. In iratters cf
religion, the East African Ismaili really belongs to
two belief-systems—- one consisting of the original
Eatnanth (embodied in the glnans), the other comprising
new sets of values evolved in East Africa. father than
using a chronological point of de arture, therefore, we
have decided to isolate the glnans as the embodiment of
doctrinal elements which are a persisting feature of
East African Israailism, carried over from Eatoanth.
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Parallel to this feature, however, one can find new
develooments which are confined to East Africa, and
will be studied later. For the moment, we will
oroceed to a discussion of Ismaili tradition regarding
the more outstanding 'irs and their oreaching-work,
and of the more salient features of the new faith
adopted by the converts. This will be followed by an
analysis of the actual material in the ginans .
Any atteraot to construct a historical account of
the origins of Satpanth and of the contribution of
individual !,irs to its development is hampered bya
major obstacle in what Tvanow calls the "notoriously
unhistoric" character of the Indian mind, which has
a tendency to deal with the oast in symbols and
"I
astronomical figures rather than dates. Couoled
with this, and directly observable in the gTnans, is
the tendency on the part of the authors to be disinterested
in "actual situations", as opposed to religious ideas
and the svmbols employed in order to convey mystical
exoeriences. Another source of this indifference to
"actual" history lies in the interest on the oart of
the authors in mythical stories, which were valued
solely for the moral inferences that could be obtained
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from them. However, for our purpose here, it will be
sufficient to note the names of the main pirs believed
to be responsible for the composition of the gTnans,
as well as Kho.ia tradition concerning their lives and
nreaehing.
The earliest Plr to oreach Satoanth in the Indo-Pak
sub-continent, according to Khoja tradition, was someone
called Patgur Nur. There is considerable difference of
opinion as to when exactly he reached India. According
to one set of traditions, he is said to have been sent
to India by the Imam al-Mustansir bi-l-lah in the 11th
? "5
century A.I)." Some writers cite later dates. He is
said to have converted certain low castes in Gujrat
(such as the Kanbis,KHarvas and Koris), to Ismailism.^
The collection of ginans in use among the Ismailis today
contains only nine glnans said to have been composed
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by him , in addition to two Ion;? ones, °Tr Qatgurnurna
Putla and 'aribrahmvarne ^u.jo. He is credited with
various miracles and is said to have been married to
the daughter of a local king in Havsari, where his
shrine is to be found. On the whole he is very little
known among the Ismailis today.
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The next Pir to arrive in India, according to
tradition among the Khojas, was Pir Shams. Certain
traditions regarding him identify him with Shamsi-Tabriz,
the mysterious teacher of JalSl-ad-PIn Humi. Such
accounts are obviously untenable from a historical point
of view. Once again, traditions among his followers
credit him with a series of miracles. He is said to
have been sent to India by the Imam Qasira Shah, and is
believed to have travelled to Kashmir through Badakhshan,
Hindukush and Pamir, preaching on the way, and finally,
in Multan and Punjab.^ An interesting tradition
concerning him relates how the Pir, during the course
of his wanderings, came upon garbi celebrations of the
nortS, the nine days preceding the Hindu festival of
dasera. at a place called Analvad in Gujrat. The term
garbl. properly referring to the stage in the temple
compound bearing the lamps for the occasion, is also
used for the songs accompanying the dancing. According
to Khoja history, the Pir joined the dancers, but
substituted new garbis composed by himself and expounding
the doctrines of Satoanth, for those which were being
recited • He thus impressed upon the dancers the futility
of their own beliefs and the superiority of Satpanth, and
in this way eventually converted them to the new faith.
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As a matter of fact, these garbls form nart of the
collection of glnans attributed to :-Ir Shams, found
among the Tsmailis today. There are twenty-eight
garbls in existence, each of them comoosed in a tune
that can be accomnanied by the anpropriate form of
dancing (though the dancing has never been known to
take olaceamong the Ismail is ). Almost all of them
end in a refrain. The songs include critical remarks
directed at idolatry, reneated references to ^11 and
the descendant Imams as the collective tenth avtar of
God, as well as verses celebrating the ecstasy of the
7
beatific vision acquired through meditation. An
interesting feature of the garbis that should be noted
here is their agricultural imagery, which suggests the
existence of a body of converts from among the neasants
and farmers.^
Another interesting story about Dlr fhams relates
how, during orayers in a mosque at Multan, the PIr sat
down halfway through the galat and began to eat his
meal. On being rebuked for his disresoectful behaviour
after the orayer was finished, he renlied that he had
noticed that the imam leading the prayer was distracted
and had his mind on everything except the orayer itself,
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and that fo follow him in orayer was therefore futile.
It was for this reason that he had broken off from the
service, for true orayer was that which came from the
q
heart. The collection of glnans attributed to ^ir
Shams' authorship among the Ismailis today comprises
106 glnans. In addition, the following large glnans
are supoosed to have been composed by him:
(1) Saloko Moto (2) Brahm Prakash
(3) fTan ''arojapl (4) Vayak Moto
(5) TTans TTansll (6) Katha Mja Govarchandni
(7) Oarbi (already discussed above).
The next important PTr in Khoja history, °Ir
Sadardln, has come to be regarded as the real founder
of the "hoja community, for he is said to have founded a
jamatkhana with a MukhT, or a presiding officer, at a
place called Hotdi, in Sindh. Moreover, it is he who
is usually quoted in connection with the distinctive
doctrines of Indian Ismailism. However, the historical
validity of this tradition has yet to be conclusively
established. Certainly, he is the most well known
among the Plrs, in that he is associated in the pooular
mind v/ith the most important ideas in Satnanth. On the
other hand, the gTnans attributed to him are not
substantially different from those attributed to the
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other nIrs. It could be argued that the ginans ^ay-
have become homogeneous through latter day changes.
The counter-argument to this assertion would be that,
since no other versions of the glnans are available,
the claim that a particular Plr's glnans are different
from those of others cannot but be based on the existing
glnans. Thus the burden of oroof would lie on those
who argue or imply that the ginans of the Particular
T>lr in question may have originally been different in a
specific way from those of others. However, it is
apparent that the different missionaries must not all
have preached in exactly the same area, and the tradition
associating PIr Sadardln with the main body of the Khojas
may be a reflection of authentic facts concerning the
geographical distribution of the early converts and
consequent differences of a regional sort. In the
studies of modern scholars, °Ir Sadardln has come to be
associated with das avtar ("ten incarnations"-^, a
ginan that enumerates the various incarnations of God
in accordance with the Hindu belief in avtarvad, and
culminates in the last section of the ginan in the claim
that All, the first Imam of the Ismailis, is the expected
tenth incarnation of God, "continued" in his successor
Imams. However, the idea that the das avtar is the
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religious book of the Khoja Israailis ^ is not entirely
correct, for the doctrine asserting fAlI as the expected
tenth manifestation of God is common to several ginans,
and not confined to the das avtgr. True enough, until
quite recently, the das avtgr used to be recited among
the Khoja Xsmailis at the bedside of a dying oerson.
But it should be noted in this connection that there
is a general tendency in the community for particular
ginans to be singled out for recitation on particular
occasions and festivals. Accbrding to Ismaili tradition
PIr Sadardln is said to have been sent out by the Imam
Islamshah"^, and references to the Imam occur
frequently in the ginans. He is said to have preached
in Sindh, Punjab, Kutch, Kathiavar, and Gujrat, and is
believed to have made two subsequent journeys to Iran
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to visit the Imam. He is buried at a place called
Uchchh, which belonged to Upper Sind during the Middle
Ages, but is now part of ''unjab. PIr Sadardin is
believed to be the author of 218 ginans in the
possession of the Tsmnilis today, in addition to the
following large ones:
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(1) "Ku.1 "iran.jan (2 ) c aloko Nano (3) To Munlvarbh&i
Hell
(4 ) "^aa Avtar 'Toto (5 ) nas AvtSr Fano
(6) Firya (7) Girbhawli (8) Aradhna (9) VTnodh
(10) "avantrl (11) Khat narshan (1?) Khat Fir In jan
(13) hudh AytSr
The next pIr in the tradition of the Khoja Ismailis
is Plr Hasan KablrdTn, who is believed to be 3Tr
Sadardln's eon. The most distinctive hallmark of the
glnans attributed to him is an acute sense of
contriteness and dereliction, which finds expression in
numberous and intense prayers and outbursts of
passionate longing for the beatific vision. In several
of his glnans, love for the divine, and the longing to
be accented by God are expressed in terms of the
relationship of human love. \ ponular tradition
concerning him narrates how when he was a young boy, the
pTr was hurt by his father's refusal to take him along
with him on one of his journeys to Iran for didar of the
Imam. In the agonizing disanpointment suffered as
a result of bein^ thus deprived of the chance to see the
Imam, the Ir is said to have knitted a turban in devotion
to the Imam, simultaneously comno3in~ verses embodying
his longing for an audience with the Imam. The ginans
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also sneak of him travelling to Iran a short time later
and presenting the turban to the Imam in person, receiving
blessings in return and the responsibility of converting
and guiding, as Plr, "infinite" numbers of peonies in
13 -r-
India. 9 Pir Hasan Kabxrdln is credited with the
authorship of 75 ginans in the possession of the
Ismailis today, beside the following large ones:
(1) Anant Akhado (2) Hav Chhuga
(3) 'Tr '-'asan KabirdTn ane Vanlpa Jogino "anvad
(4) Hrahm C-avantri (5) Vel (6) Haana nuri
The next most important figure in the history of
the preaching of Satp&nth is Saiyad Imamshah, 0Ir Hasan
Kabirdin*s son. Tradition among the Khoja Ismailis
concerning him draws a distinction between him and his
predecessors (i.e. the 'Irs discussed above), on the
grounds that while the latter had been "officially"
appointed as -'Irs by the Imam, Imamshah and the other
"Saiyads" in his posterity were not so appointed,
although they carried out preaching of Ismailism with
14
remarkable ardour and success. Such a distinction
obviously presents problems from the point of view of
historical criticism. It is not unlikely that this
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explanation may have arisen as a result of an after¬
thought, as part of an attempt to play down the
importance of the personalities associated, rightly
or wrongly, with the so-called Imamshahi split. The
Imamshahis, or Satpanthis as they call themselves, are
a small sect with adherents found in Gu$rat, Kathiavar,
Kutch, Berar and Khandesh. They are the descendants
of a dissenting body which claimed Saiyad Iraamshah as
the Imam, and thus broke away from the main stream of
Satpanth. In an attempt to disown their Ismaili
ancestry, they denied that the ^irs had anything to do
with the Ismailis (a claim which, of course, is
entirely untenable in the light of history ^). At
the same time, they accept all the Imams up to the
time of the split, which probably took place some time
after the death of Iraamshah. Khoja tradition gives
1520 A.D. as the date of his deatlr^.
Tradition among the Ismailis is equivocal about
the split. While some blame seems to be directed
17
against Imamshah himself , the main responsibility
for the division is laid on his son, Saiyad
Harmahmadshah. In Kalame Imame Mubin II. Imamshah
Ifi
himself appears to be absolved from blame for the split.
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Ivanow is of a similar opinion, and believes that while
Imamshah remained loyal to the Imam, his son
Narmahmadshah brought about the solit. Tradition
relates how the latter ordered a certain Kheta, who
was resoonsible for the collection of the dasond, or
religious tax, to hand over the funds to him instead
of sending them to the Imam through the pTr, which
had been the practice until then. This led to a
solit, with the dissident minority following Raiyad
Karaahmadshah, who claimed himself as the incarnation
of the Imam. To give his claim greater weight and
authority, he extended it retrosoectivelv, and it was
in this way that the solit came to be associated
with Raiyad Imamshah"^. The ginans believed to have
been written by the latter are part of the collection
among the Ismailis today, and are frequently recited
in the jamatkhanas. The ginans attributed to his
authorshio number 162, beside the following large works:
(l) '"'atvepT TTotT (2) To Aunlvarbhai anx
(3 ) Toman RhetamqT (4 ) Jannatfruri (5 ) Ravan Ghati
(6) 'Tul avantrT (7) larab ^anday
(8) Atharvedl GavantrT (9^ Taklank Gita
(10) Jugeshvar Abuna GTnan
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In addition to the works attributed to the -'Irs
discussed above, one also finds in the possession of
the Ismailis today a number of glnans believed to
have been composed by persons known as "Saiyad"s
rather than Plrs. These were Probably descendants
of Saiyad ImSmshSh, The more well-known among
these Saiyads whose gTnans are recited today include
Saiyad Narmahrnadshah, Imamshah's son, already
mentioned above, to whose authorship is ascribed an
extremely long and intensely mystical book of verse
called ?atveril Fan!. The ^atveQl.1i Vel is also
believed to have been written by him. Other °aiyads
whose Dinahs are popular include Saiyad Oplamallshah,
and a lady called Imam Begam, who is supposed to have
lived at a place called Tha§a, near Bombav, as late
— 20
as during the Imamat of T:rasanhllshah, the Aga Khan I •
Two other large works, the Si T:arfi (again a mystical
poem) attributed to Qaiyad Ahmadshah, and the Kalame
''owla, believed to be the maxims of the Imam fAlTf
ought to be noted here.
The process of interaction between certain forms
of Hinduism and certain varieties of Islamic belief,
and the resulting symbiosis in the form of Batnanth,
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has already been commented upon in the last chanter" «
Suffice it to note here that this interaction was more
comolex than would be suggested by any notion of direct
"intrusion" of Islamic beliefs or direct "borrowing"
of Hindu ideas. While the idea that the Creator
manifests himself through avtars and that ^.ll continued
in his successor Imams, is the final avtar on earth
forms the most Drominent feature of the doctrine, the
rest of the elements in Satpanth suggest a complex
eclecticism. The comolexity of the process lies,
among other factors, in the selectivity exercised
over the diverse material in the systems which orovided
the ingredients of the new faith. while the four
Vedas (the Higveda, the "amaveda, the Yajurveda and the
Atharveda) are acknowledged as books containing godly
wisdom, much of their content is disregarded. For
instance, onejhears nothing of the numerous gods in the
hi,oweda, such as A.gn1, Indra. Varuna, ^ra.janat i, etc.
This is not surprising in view of the monotheistic
element in the glnans. The co3mogi>ny in the
literature, on the other hand, draws substantially on
Hindu ideas. The measure of time found .in the Vedas,
consisting of kalap, ,1 u;r, etc., figures orominently.
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The present age is said to be the kalju£, the shortest
and last of the four Jugs, and more important, the
hardest of them all, "'hen adherence to religion is
so difficult as to strain one's faith and strength to
its utmost limits, for it ia an eooch of godlessness.
^atpanth is thus a synthesis of a variety of
heterogenous ideas, all linked together and integrated
into a single system.
The relationship to God in Hatoanth Ismailism
is one of intimate personal devotion, and is strikingly
similar to the Sufi conception of worshio. That
Sufisra and Indian mysticism have a great deal in
22 —
common is a well-known fact. That Sufi ideas have
played an important part in the history of Islam in
India is an even more significant fact on the basis
of which controversial theories regarding the extent
of the mutual influence of the two religions have
*'
_ ^
been advanced. Again, the extent to which fufi
orders and esoteric Islamic sects such as Ismailism
influenced the rise of Hhakti sentiments, either
directly or through eliciting a counter-response from
Hinduism through their own popularity, is a most
interesting historical problem. As far as Ismailism
is concerned, all we can note here is that the works
of the famous hymnodi3ts of the 15th and 17th centuries,
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which are an epitome of Bhakti sentiments, contain
certain basic elements which are strikingly similar
to some of the major teachings of Indian Isnailism.
?or "these teachers, and many others like them in all
parts of India, encouraged simole faith and devotion
to a personal deity, disparaged exaggerated ritualism
and caste pretensions and stressed brotherly love and
fellowship it is generally thought that Islamic
ideas, mediated by Sufi preachers, had some influence
on this development. Kabir knew something of Islam,
and according to tradition he was brought up as a
Muslim. Nanak owes his insistence on the unity of
God and his opposition to iconolatry to Islam, and
the religion of Sikhism which he founded is clearly
syncretisticNevertheless, the problem of the
exact nature and extent of the interaction of Ismailism
(as apart from other Islamic sects and orders) with
parallel movements in Indian mysticism is a difficult
one to resolve, and it has been mentioned here
primarily with a heuristic purpose in mind.
With all the reliance on Hindu mythology and
cosraolovy, the attitude in the glnans towards idolatry
is distinctly Islamic, resting on arguments whose main
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theme 1b that such worshio sorings from beliefb which
are unreasonable. Note for instance the following
verse? in one of the parbis :
"This day are our hearts full of joy. For the True
¥■
Master (Satgur) have we worshipoed.
These idols and temnles are shadows (literally,
"ghosts", i.e. unreal), Why do you wander
ceaselessly on this earth (in their worship),
orohin the light of the Eatgur, He who is the
lord and Master. "
And, further on:
'M">ance night and day if you will. And yet you
will attain nothing,
'or nil these stones (i.e. idols') are nothing
but shadows, For they do not even speak 1
Why do you forget that they were forged by men 1
The god of the garbT is false (i.e. does not
exist") '"here is the goddess BhavanT here?" ^
* Satgur can mean both "true teacher" or the "teacher
of truth", anu is used in the glnahs in a sense
equivalent to that of the Persian Pir or Murshid.
Again, it is in the same vein that TIindu beliefs
concerning the sacredness of the River Ganges nd
other places of Pilgrimage, are disparaged. Ror,
if bathing in the holy river was the means to
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salvation, "fishes would also attain salvation".
Aoart from these direct arguments against
selected features of indigenous belief, another
interesting asoect of the preaching, as reflected in
"t^ie glSSSS» *s a't'teTn'1"t to make understanding of
the new faith easier by the elimination of details
alien to the converts. A most revealing instance of
this is to be found in a ginan by °37r Hasan KabTrdln *
where the Islamic story of Ibrahim being the son of
an idolater is simplified by the Plr's reference to
Pfi
him sinoly as the son of a Hindu.'' Also, the
substitution of specific -Inane for certain Hindu
hymas/and services is clearly aimed at facilitating
m Ilote that in the rest of this thesis gTnana
attributed to specific nrrs will be simply stated
as their works, without going into finer historical
problems of authorship - a task rewarding in its
own right, but one that does not concern us here.
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the transition. The p-arbls are a case in noint.
gjsas ^nown as Irti was also nrobably meant to
po
renlace an equivalent Hindu service.
Having thus noted the general characteristics of
pinan literature in this brief section, we shall
now go on to a detailed analysis of its contents. The
discussion following below divides the material found
Pinans under general headings dealing with
various tonics. Naturally, the division is
influenced by the analysis which is to follow in the
later oart of this thesis. To this extent, therefore,
we are anticinating, for the headings under which we
>»ave divided the material in the gTnans reoresent
those asoects of the Tsraaili world-view with which
the change and develooment to be discussed later in
this study are related .
The doctrine of the Tmaaat
Pwing to the esoteric nature of the belief in
Imamat in Isnail ism, and owing to the mystical
veneration attached to the Imam, it is essential to
examine the concent of God found in the glnans before
the ideas concerning the Imamat can be seen in
nersoective. God appears in the literature of the
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rinans as both transcendental, majestic and elusive
to human understanding, as well as immanent, all-
pervading and intimately loving. The following stanza
embodies a typical synthesis of transcendence and
immanence, for while He is beyond human likeness, the
imolication is that He can also be subjectively
experienced:
11 He is both aloof (i.e. beyond understanding^ and
beyond sight,
And any conversation about him is also mysterious
(i.e. above ordinary understanding)
It is like a dumb man having a dream,
He alone understands it, lamenting to himself
(since he cannot communicate it to others T *
On a different note, the universal, all-pervading
quality of His being is also stressed . It is
important to remember that in this context no
distinction is drawn between lod and the Imam.
It is the esoteric belief in the Imam which makes him
mystically one with and indistinguishable from the
"Divine Hoirit. The Imam is not so much a nerson as
the' light that pervades existence:
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" My Lord dwells in every heart, filling it with
*rimself. Do not consider him far, o ignorant
ones.
For the true believer, my Lord is oresent in every
breath, bike the pupil in the centre of the eye.
'My Lord dwells in the three worlds, permeating
and saturating them all,
Like the scent abiding within the flower.
Just as the scent pervades the flower, so does
my Tord pervade the heart,
Do not consider him far, o ignorant ones.
Know my Lord as present in every heart.
Like the fat dissolved in the milk.
In every heart abides my Lord, nearer than the
hand.
ue dwell s in every heart, filling it with ,;imBelf
And, on the same note,
"Know that the Tord is oresent, And Wherever I
turn my sight, He alone I see.
So does my lord dwell within every heart, Like
the sun risen against the sky.
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The sun rises against the sky, and fills the
dominion with light
So does my Lord abide in every heart, For wherever
"51
I turn my sight, He alone I see.
Holy is the name of the Lord, recite it with every
breath of yours.
Do not deem him far for He dwells within your
heart, Like the scent in the flower
My Lord dwells in every cell of mine. And there
is not a hairbreadth (devoid of him)
Understanding this, be devoted to Him, for the
Lord is resplendent in your heart
Thus, if the tendency in the gTnans is towards a
mystical, oantheistic concent of the divine, the
idea that God becomes known through the Imam, who is
an actual living person, is never overlooked :
"The Lord Islamshah reigns from the Takht (i.e.
throne, or seat of authority)
And watches over the faith
For this figure I searched through all the ages,
And found him at long last in this oerson'.'"
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The Imam, the direct descendant of Muhammad and
fA.lT and the expected manifestation of divine grace,
is thus presented as the very life-soring of the new
faith. In several gTnahs, one finds references to
the tovm of Kahek, where the Imam was believed to be
living.Although it is difficult to establish
xvhen exactly the tradition of undertaking the long and
perilous journey to ^ersia for the dldar of the Imam
came into being, it is obvious that such a practice
stemmed from the central Importance of the Imam in
the new faith, as reflected in the glnans. Ivanow
believes that it is quite possible that ImSmshah
xc
himself travelled to Persia to see the Imam. At
any rate this became a fairly established practice
X.C
at some point. Again, one particular gfnan makes
explicit reference to receiving a farman or communication
"57from the Imam. One is therefore led to conjecture
that from a very early stage in the history of the
conversion, contact with the Imam in Persia was
maintained, with a few able representatives from among
the community making periodic journeys to ^ersia, to
reinforce the link, which for them was the source
and sustenance of their new faith. On the other hand,
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it can be said that for the ordinary convert in India,
the Imam, though a living figure, was remote and
inaccessible except through the pilgrims who had been
to see him. But one of the important aspects of the
glnln-literature for our purpose in this study is to
be found in the expectations of an actual advent of
the Imam in India (Jampudlp, as it is called in the
glnans), at the end of time, when it is said he will
destroy evil and establish a golden era, a divine
kingdom on earth,Before closing this discussion
of the doctrine of Imamat in the glnans, it is important
to note that the notion of a transcendent Bod and His
manifestation through the Imam carried a specific
religious attitude as its logical consequence. It
introduced the idea of salvation through the blessings
of the Imam, which could thus be attained through an
ethic of stringent obedience. ~Jerhaps nowhere else
is this attitude summed up in so succinct a manner
as in the following verses j
P 0 Lord, the green garden stays green and the
scorched (nlace) turns green through thy
gracious glance,
0 Lord, the sweet nectar stays aweet and bitter
poison turns sweet through thy blessings,




Those sections of the glnan literature that deal
with eschatological ideas illustrate most vividly the
eo-existence of Hinduistic and Islamic elements in
^atoanth, and the tension created by their interaction.
The doctrine of rebirth is retained and given an
important olace in the system, for the °Irs continually
rebuke the followers for "wandering" aimlessly within
the cycle of birth and death. The futility of being
re-born reneatedly into a meaningless existence is
driven home now and again, the aim being clearly to
rouse the devout follower into pursuing self-
realisation through nioksh or mukti, i.e. liberation
from the wheel of re-birth. On the other hand, the
comolacency liable to result from fatalistic
resignation to sin and suffering as the result of deeds
committed in a previous existence (a tendency inherent
in the central concept of Karma in Hinduism) is
forestalled by the possibility of salvation offered
by the presence of the Imam and the ?Ir. Perhaps it
is the conspicuous absenee of caste-dharma that has
had its own contribution to make to the elimination of
this fatalistic idea in Satoanth. On the other hand,
the existence of ideas concerning the Day of Judgement
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has its own significant relevance to this stress on
salvation through divine grace. While one particular
glnan refers explicitly to the Kiamat (i.e. Qiyama)^°
others speak of the commotion and disorder on the last
Day in terms vividly reminiscent of similar descriptions
in the Qur'an.** The concepts of heaven and hell
recur frequently, and once again, have strong echoes
of the Qur'anlc descriptions, with elaborate imagery
portraying the splendours of paradise on one hand^2,
and the sometimes almost macabre images symbolizing
the torments of hell. These descriptions are found
side by side with Hindu cosmogonic conceptions,^'
Moreover, an anguished awareness of death, which
destroys worldly comforts and pleasure, constitutes
a powerful emotional force in the poetry of the glnans.
There is an interesting glnSn by PXr Sadardln where
this emotionally charged experience of the imminent
threat of death is dramatized through a parable, The
story runs as follows: A rich merchant sends out
his agent, with appropriate instructions and words of
wisdom, to carry out trade on his behalf. The agent,
however, appropriates the goods to himself, leading a
wanton and luxurious life, until one day he suddenly
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receives summons from the merchant; he thus finds
himself compelled to return without being able to take
his wares, his riches and his family, etc., with him.
Important features of the poetry at this stage of the
glnan include a chiding tone in the rhetoric and an
intensely pointed wit, the over-all purpose of which is
to intensify the effect of the story. One can
imagine that these noetic devices would have a
profound effect upon the mind of the serious devotee,
even though they may not be consciously noted. The
allegory then shifts dramatically to the eschatological
level, for the agent is seen as the "soul" whose record
of good and bad deeds is laid open by the angels at
the command of the merchant, who clearly stands for
God• Nothing could be more distinctly Islamic in
spirit. On the whole, judging from the heterogeneity
of ideas regarding after-life, it is safe to comment
that the eschatological section of the glnans is perhaps
the best instance of Islamic and indigenous Hindu
beliefs juxtaposed against each other, though it should
also be noted that these ideas do not clash overtly,




A detailed examination of the ethical ideas
contained in the glnahs, and the kind of attitude they
recommend towards the world-order is essential for
the analysis in the later sections of this thesis,
besides having an obvious value for comparative study
of religious ethics. The ootential conflict between
a system of religious ethics on one hand and the
economic and political order on the other, is one of
the most notent sources of tension within such a
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system. The way in which such tension is
confronted and resolved depends unon the extent to
which the system is either indifferent to or actively
concerned with the world-order. The gTnahs exhibit
a characteristic lack of concern with the political
order, and to a less outstanding degree, with the
economic order as well, and to this extent display an
exclusively introsoective temper. Consequently, the
most striking feature of the ethical system in the
glnans is the very general character of its teachings.
The convert seekinr concrete instructions or definite
prescriptions which can be made a matter of regular
routine is tmlikely to find any such guidance in the
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glrian-literature. For instance, one cannot help
being struck by the very general nature of the ethical
ideals contained in the following verses, and by the
fact that no mention is made of any definite means
whereby the devoted follower can incorporate these
ideals into his daily life:
"Cultivate only the moot sweet-tasting fruits in
your garden,
And have love towards your brothers in your heart,
For indeed in the love of such a Lord of ours as
this, is true beauty
And in the love of these brothers of ours is true
beauty.
Exchange the gifts of your heart with the lord
after thinking deeply (over these matters)
For only he shall be able to reap, who is awake
in his heart •
0 you who have the Murshid as your guide, fetch
the most priceless oearls,




It is obvious that closely linked with this very
general nature of the ethical teachings, is the
mystical strand in the glnans. One result of this
pronounced mystical element in the gTnans is that
intuition and subjective experience emerge as the
primary criterion for ascertaining ethical merit and
demerit. Thus it is inner experience rather than a
legal code which becomes the guiding light in the
ethical concerns of the devoted follower. The
following stanza is an extreme example of this
fundamental connection between subjective experience
and ethical criteria:
" Drink in the Nur and recite the Name with devotion,
And have love in your heart for the Zikr *
Recognize the 8Hah and the PTr
And so earn the immortal fruit J' ^
Even where specific ethics are enjoined, one finds no
provision made for any mechanism for institutionalizing
them in the society. Hence while they constitute the
scale of values in the community, and as such are a
* i .edhikr of the SufTs
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very essential oart of the faith, there are no
organizational devices for translating them into a
more concrete code of conduct. "^or instance, a
glnan by ?Ir Shams entitled "The Fourteen hems"
enumerates fourteen such virtues to which the devoted
follower should asoire in his oersonal life. They
are: love for the Imam; remembering and preserving
the knowledge inr-arted by the PIr; complying with the
"essence of religion"; humility, tolerance and
kiridness; service and obedience to the Murshid;
deference to parents; charity to the wayfarer calling
at the door; feeding the poor; having unflinching
trust in Allah and Muhammad; observation of the three
dues (i.e. the Ismaili orayer); considering only
Allah and Muhammad as one's shelter and the source of
one's hopes and faith; kindness to children;
readiness to sacrifice oneself and one's possessions
for the sake of the truth; and finally, fearing the
—
Akhrat or the life hereafter.
It is thus obvious that while a pronounced stress
is laid on values, there is no attempt to organize
them in a definite order and thus lend them dogmatic
support. Rome other values roveming relationships
among the members of the community ought to be noted .
56
Sexual intercourse outside marriage is severely
condemned. The values governing ordinary family
relationships are taken for granted as sacred . ?orf
interestingly enough, a few ginans which embody visions
of the upheaval and chaos at the end of time, speak of
the weakening of such bonds as evidence of the
godlessness engulfing society. To the ?Ir it is
indeed a most pernicious symptom of the inversion of
social values at the end of times, and of the domination
of evil, that the mother should abandon the child,
that brothers should quarrel amongst themselves, that
people should be disloyal to their secular king,
that they should be untrue to their promises, etc.^
For all these are virtues indisnensible to "correct"
social life. Indeed, love for each other becomes an
important cornerstone of the ethics of the new faith,
for the "mu'rain is he who brings together those who
have been severed"
This brings us lastly to the question of the
attitude towards the world-order, as illustrated in
the ginans. The inioortance of the relationship between
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the position a religious system adoots vis-a-vis
the world, and the ethical teachings contained in that
systemfis obvious. The specific importance of such
a connection in the case of the Ismailis will be
explored in the later sections of this study. The
ginans look uoon the world with a philosophical
Indifference, the logical end-product of which is an
ascetic attitude. 7or the world is an ocean, from
whose meaningless ebb and tide, and ceaseless drift of
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waves, the true believer strives to escaoe. "Death
annihilates the oleasure of life, so that true meaning
can only be found elsewhere. Worldly life is a dream,
and its oleasuree and comforts are no different, in
essence, from the wistful delight of the sterile woman
dreaming that she has conceived a child, or the
wild joy of the poor man dreaming of himself as the
owner of mansions and riches, or the rapture of the
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thirsty nan in the desert on sighting the mirage.
Again, the .antics of the individual during his short
span of life on earth are no more real than those of
53
an actor in the play. Indeed, the idea that life
is a stage-play forms the implicit nucleus of the
attitude towards the world-order in the gTnans.
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Basically, this attitude is related to the standpoint
that the body and soul are alien to each other. The
body is like a fragile not of clay which will take no
time to crumble to pieces, while the soul is non-
material.^^ To use Max Leber's terminology, this
attitude can be described more or less accurately by
his concept of "world-rejecting asceticism", as
opposed to "inner-worldly asceticism" (and it is
important here to keep in mind Weber's insistence
that the former is not identical with "flight from the
world" )" • the other hand, it should also be
borne in mind that the glnans reflect a disparaging
attitude towards the traditional Indian hermit or
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"yogi". Moreover, the aim of the true believer
should be to transcend both the pleasures and pain of
life, and not just to escaoe from its oain:
"*rnow that sain and pleasure always visit us in
this life,
And they also leave us;
But abandon never the true faith from the heart.
And, on the same note;
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"The world is steeoed in oleasure and pain,
.And none knows the path to salvation.
But the Patgur says the true believer is he,
Who has detached himself from the nleasures
and pains of the world."
"Sever your heart from the joys and sorrows of
this life,
For the world is like a glow that blazes for
four days,
But the glow that emanates from the Lord
c J?
That radiance never vanishes from the heart."''
Ideas concerning religious experience
Examination of the nature of religious experience
in atoanth is a necessary and rewarding task in
several ways. In the first place, it should obviously
be included as an indispensable section in any
detailed study of the religious philosophy in the
glnans, because of the importance assigned in it to
personal experience of the divine. It also throws
light on the type of ethical adaptation to the world
allowed and encouraged by the system, for this is
determined to a large extent by the goal towards which
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the devotee is expected to strive, and which vindicates
his religious asoirations. It also provides the
student of Ismailism with a valuable tool in the
exploration of the historical origin and sources of
Satpanth • Being an integral cart of the total
doctrinal system, it helps to throw into perspective
the rest of the elements in the ideation. And for
the same reason, it is also important in its bearing
on later-day developments. For the moment, we shall
be content with seeking to understand the type of
religious consciousness which constitutes the main
emotional force in the poetry of the glnans. Not
until a later stage in this discussion shall we touch
on the historical Importance of ideas regarding religious
experience in this chase of Ismailism, and their
relevance to the non-religious domains of life.
The ultimate goal or climax of the spiritual life
of the believers as portrayed in the glnans, is the
dldar or vision of the divine. This is the same as
didar of the Imam, for it is an inner, mystical
vision, and is far from being conceived of in
anthropomorphic terms. The predominant stress on
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such an experience is the logical and Inevitable result
of several standpoints peculiar to Indian Ismailism.
Firstly, a prevailing theme in the glnans is the stress
on the "inner" as opposed to the "outer" forms of
religious life. This, indeed, had been a strongly
characteristic feature of Isiaailism since its emergence.
Indeed, the general tendency to emphasize the ba^in
as opnosed to the yahir remained the prominent hall¬
mark of Ismaillsm through all its historical variations.
In the glnans, exterior symbols of faith are re¬
interpreted in a manner pointing towards interior
aspects of the religious life, thus shifting the
emohasis t
"The Hindu does not know my Lord, nor does the
Musalrara
For my Lord is beyond sight.
My heart is the musalla. and Allah, my kazl
(i.e. qafll)
My body is ray Masjid.
I say the namSz (i.e. %alat) thus enshrined,
Hovr can the foolish one understand my
(form of) worship."^
62
Similarly, in To Hunlvarbhai, the °Ir, after scoffing
at circumcision and the practice of reciting the
"alima "a hundred times" without the appropriate
c a
spiritual attitude0 , goes on to define circumcision
in a manner tyoical of Indian Israailisra:
*'.Vho is the Musalman in the present age
Listen to my thoughts on that matter.
The one who performs the five forms of
circumcision,
— "61
He alone is the Musalman brother in faith today.
The five forms of circumcision of course are abstaining
from foul speech, refraining from prohibited sexual
intercourse, seeing the one reality everywhere and
not coveting evil, refusing to hear slander and abuse
of others, and refraining from striking anyone or
going to places of evil repute
In other glnans, the conventional symbols and
objects adopted by the Indian Yogi are interpreted in
c X
the same spirit.
The same insistence on subjective experience as
the goal of religious life is also the end-product of
another important standpoint in the glnahs, viz.the
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distrust of dogma and of ohiloaophy and
intellectualiera:
"fiie who learns, hears and knows, but knows not
the mystery thereof (is like the one> who says
the nam&z without the kallma. 0, how can the
body exist without the head?"^
A logical corollary of this is that practical
conformity with the faith is more important than i
scholastic knowledge. And in the language of the
glnans, practic al conformity imolies an emotional
6 5
attitude of constant love for the divine. The
result of this approach, therefore, is an attitude of
intense and passionate yearning for nearness to the
divine being, and a longing to be united with Him.
fbie finds in the glnans a great many verses which speak
of the nain of senaration from God, who is simply
addressed in these verses as "the beloved". In this,
indeed, the gTnans sound remarkably similar to the
lyrics of the 'ersian Gufls. An interesting, literary
feature about this aspect of the ginans is the imagery
employed in order to evoke the anprooriate state of
mind . The most frequently used images conveying the
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relationship between the loving devotee and God, are
those of the fish and water, the moth and the lamp,
the child and the mother, etc. The prevailing mood
is one of painful incompleteness arising out of
consciousness of separation from God, and the
longing to be united with the divine source. The
pain felt at the separation is conveyed in images
charged with a singular intensity i
A fire blazes incessantly at the core of my
heart, 0 my beloved.
And you alone can extinguish it. ^
In such verses, the poetic effect is heightened by
the fact that the Imagery is couched in phrases which
are intense and compressed, and intense because they
are compressed. In other places, the imagery is
more vivid and elaborate, as in the following glnan
by Pir Hasan Kablrdln:
Lying on a bed of nails, I cannot shut my eyes in
sleep,
When I see you, my beloved, on every leaf above,
chiding at my pining soul.
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So said the NabI to the Lord, Do not remove thyself
a whit from me
For when the agony at Thy separation shall surge
within my breast,
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Thee alone will I wish to see."
Similarly, in the Satveni MotI, a voluminous single
ginan with a protracted mystical theme, the author
struggles to find a means of expression that is true
to the experience itself. The imagery here is
repetitive, forceful, and volcanic:
"Behold this joy of love for the beloved, it
kindles a fire consuming the whole being.
Now and again it engulfs the heart in all
directions, just as the wick in the lamp
shrivels in the flame,
Nor does it subsideeven for a moment, for its
flames permeate every cell of the being
Though the seven heavens rain a mighty torrent,
this (fire) surges upward.
Know that the true flames are those of love for
your Lord, Let not a single cell of thy being
be spared of it."^
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As in Sufism, the Divine Being is sought after as the
object of all one's desires and hopes. The actual
moment of encounter with the "Other" is experienced as
a dialogue between the ego and the Divine^ or as
the beloved who eludes the lover and baffles his
*to
understanding by his majesty and greatness, etc,'
Perhaps the most detaile and valuable account of
the mystical ideas in Indian Israailism is to be found
in Buj T7iranjan. a very large single glnan describing
the mystical states (hal), and drawing upon a rich
variety of Sufi concepts. The opening lines of the
ginan convey a characteristic fascination with the
idea of the person of the Creators
"Let me unfold to you a tale of untold mystery.
So that the journey to our destination is made
easier.
How did the hidden Lord become manifest (through
His creation)?
Tall ae what disguise did He adopt.
«1 «s?
His gat came forth from T&
Whose wonder surpasses all speech.
*1 i.e. "essence" cf. dhat in Arabic
*2 i.e. "No", here taken to mean "infinity"
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Even though the Plr and the ,5aygarabar * dive
deep again and again,
Yet never can they fathom this great mystery.
?or it is a vast fathomless ocean,
Whose vastness knows no bounds.
If you dive into this infinite ocean,
And die while you are alive, you will come back
with priceless nearls.
If you abandon your life by diving into it
again and again,
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At long last you will attain something from it.
finally, It must be noted that meditation, or recitation
of the dhikr, is the chief means to spiritual exnerience
in the glnans. The dhikr is often simply spoken of
in the glnans as the "Name" or the "Divine Name". It
is in the early hours of the morning that the devoted
follower is urged to concentrate on the Divine Essence,
and several glnans appeal to the devotee to wake up at
this time and seek contact with the divine light
through the aonrooriate mental alertness The
purpose of the meditation is to effect a spiritual
withdrawal from the world, and thus to enter a new life,
* ^ i.e. "J'roohet"
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when the Formless and the world of forms (i.e. the
1
creation) are realized as One. The realization
comes through the unfoldinr of an inner caoacity for
spiritual vision.^ It is then that the idea of
oneness contained in the confession, "'.a iHaha ilia llah"
is reinforced through subjective exnerience. For
all consciousness of form and duality is eliminated
at this stage.' Utter humility before God is the
first requirement in the process.^® The "urshid is
indisnensible, because the tarlkat, i.e. the way to
the destination, is overshadowed by absolute darkness
or • With the help of the Murshid, the
asniring follower learns to rise above the Sharivat
and is led through the stages of tarlkat and haklkat to
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the final goal of raSrifat or gnosis. The Divine
Name is the form through which the Divine Essence
becomes accessible to one's inner perceotion, for it
is by recitinsr the name that the bearer of the name
becomes manifest.Thus the name is a symbol through
which access to the Infinite Spirit is gained. It is
in fact the Infinite SpiritThrough its fusion
with the consciousness, the individual ego finds itself
merged with the Divine Spirit, when the distinction
between "I" and "Thou" disappears.^ The result
* These terms are spelt here as they are in the ginans.
Note, however, that they are also key-concepts in Sufisra.
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is the annihilation of individual identity, like the
merging of the stream into the ocean, or the saturation
81
of soft clay with water.
hitual
It is inevitable that the ovor-riding importance
of the mystical element in Indian Tsmailism should
influence the system of rites in the faith. The
stress on the inner, as opposed to the outer aspects of
religious life, and the distrust of scholasticism
were probably the chief reasons for the absence of a
formal dogma or creed. One particular glnan defines
— fi 2
the faithful simply as "one who has embraced the Fur" .
There is thus no equivalent of the articles of faith
or the pillars (arkan) of Islam in Indian Ismailiem.
The glnan8 make no reference to any specific creed to
which the aspiring convert is expected to subscribe,
nor is there any mention of specific rites marking
conversion. Interestingly enough, however, there
are several isolated references to congregational
worship. Thoja tradition ascribes to Plr Sadardln
the authorshin of the first dua or prayer recited in
congregation. Another, though less well-known
tradition attributes the cornoosition of the dua to one
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Saiyad "Dadu, who is said to have preached among the
Kho^as in Sindh, Kutch and Kathiavar in the 16th
century.®^ There are also a few references to
dasond or tribute to the Imam, which was probably
collected locally and perhaps occasionally remitted
to the Imam by pilgrims.®^" A very important point
about Indian Ismailism which should be noted here is
that there is no equivalent of the Shari'a in the
ginans. Presumably, the converts were allowed to
retain their indigenous rites of passage, though,
owing to the dearth of evidence on this point, the
student of Ismailism finds himself in the position of
being able to offer no more than the most tentative
hypothesis in such matters.
Apart from this, the practice of communal
drinking of sacred water deserves mention. Several
ginans contain references to such a ceremony.®® On
the other hand, it must be noted that the poetic style
and the widespread use of metaphor in the gfnans
makes it difficult for the student to ascertain the
exact details of such a practice. The statement in
one of the glnAns urging the mu'min to partake of the
ami or "nectar* is a case in point.®® For it is
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Impossible to establish with any certainty or
conclusiveness whether the reference is to actual
drinking of sacred water, or whether the statement Is
intended in a purely metaphorical sense. Fevertheless,
it seems safe to infer, on the basis of several such
references, that such a ceremony actually existed in
^'atpanth, no matter what soiritual interpretation was
added to it in keening with the general tendency
towards metaphorical expression in the poetry of the
ginans•
Religious Organization
The historical study of Indian Ismail ism would
be incomplete if it did not take into account the type
of organization which linked the converts with each
other, the extent to which they were organized into a
definite group, and consequently, the degree to which
they acquired a distinct identity. It is interesting
to note that apart from the Important position of the
3Ir, there was no Provision in Satpanth for a priestly
class. The idea of aloneness before God, and the
ultimate futility of kinship ties was clearly designed
to promote personal intensity and ardour in faith.®^
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Hne particular glnan places loyalty to faith above
loyalty to family connections, for it exhorts the
follower to spurn close tier? if they orove hostile to
the faith,®^ Hn the other hand, we have already
seen that one aspect of the Plr's vision of the chaos
at the end of time, as embodied in the ginans,
consists in the belief that the defiance of family and
social bonds will indicate the prevailing godlessness
There is no doubt that there was some attemot at
layinpr down rudimentary elements of organization,
thus establishing a pattern different from the
amorphousness of most Hindu forms of worship and
thereby lending a certain identityto ' the new group,
at an early phase in the history of the movement.
Khoja tradition ascribes such an attempt to PIr
Sadardln, for he is credited with the establishment of
several jarafttkhanas with Hukhls 0 A particular
glnan by 'Ir Shams contains an account of the
conversion of a group of Hindus at some place in
Bengal, and sneaks of the appointment of a 'ukhi
as well as a district head for the Ismailis, named Vasta,
which, not being a Hindu name, has probably something
to do with the Arabic wasita. meaning "connecting link'i^l
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A historical analysis of such events is not our task
here, hut their implications for the religious and
social life of the Khoja Tsmailis is important. The
gat, meaning congregation, became an additional and
important feature of the new system. Believers were
urged to attend its meetings.^* It was also given a
mystical significance as a corporate entity, for it
embodied the presence of the divine light and through
its mystical power, the believer could be liberated
from his sins.^
Before closing this discission of the contents of
the ginans, it is useful to examine the subject from
the point of view of certain theoretical angles, so
that the material, thus analysed, could be emnloyed
within the interpretative outline to be used in the
following chanters for the study of latter-day
developments and changes. The classic study of the
influence of religious ideas on the secular order,
and in particular its economic ethics, is that of
Max Weber, who, beside examining at great length the
relationship between religious ideas and other social
phenomena, devoted special attention to the role of the
Protestant ethic in the rise of western capitalism. ^
It is with the first, i.e. the more general of
his studies with which we are concerned here. The
Jsmaili nIrs responsible for the establishment of
Satpanth can be characterised as "prophets" in the sense
in which Weber employs the terra. He defines the
prophet as a "purely individual bearer of charisma,
who by virtue of hie mission proclaims a religious
BE
doctrine or divine commandment.',:7 This analytic
application of the term is useful in so far as it
enables us to interpret the nature of the conversion
process, the content of the new doctrine and the course
of events following the conversion, in terms of
Weber's scheme of analysis in which the concept of
the prophet as the prototype of charismatic
leadership has an important Place. Further on,
Weber makes an interesting distinction between two types
of proohecy, which he calls the "ethical" and the
"exemplary" forms of prophecy, respectively. The
"ethical prophet", conceiving of himself as the instrument
of God's will, "demands obedience as an ethical duty",
while the exemplary prophet, by his personal example,
presents himself as a model of ideal behaviour, thus
inviting others to tread in his footsteps . Weber
considered ndst of the Indian teachers of salvation as
representative of the second type, while the first type
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included ouch prophets as Muhammad and Zoroaster.^
"Ihllo on one hand the historic role of the Tsmaili
nIrs was obviously similar to the exemplary type of
prophets, one is also comnelled to acknowledge a
substantial ethical element in their teachings. For,
after all, the '"'Irs are not so much to be followed in
their nersonal example but obeyed in respect of the
doctrine they proclaim. The Tslanic idea of a
transcendental God introduced a strongly "ethical"
element in the conception of the supernatural order
in the new faith. Hence it was the Tslamic factor
in the symbiosis that was responsible for the concept
of the "oersonal, transcendental and ethical god",
thus nroviding a different doctrinal motif from that
found in extreme types of Hinduism in which, as -eber
observes, there is no such concept.^ Consequently,
the idea of the supreme domination of an impersonal
and eternal order over the world (an order to which
even the gods are subject), which "eber observed to
be the distinctive hallmark of TTinduism,'^ is largely
lackine in catoanth. The fatalism which could ensue
as a lorical result of such a concent is forestalled
by the idea that salvation could be obtained through
obedience to the commandments of the Imam. On the
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other hand, it is also important to note that by way
of such ideas as those concerning the advent of the
saviour at the end of time, Satpanth made concessions
to the popular form of religion usually found in die-
privileged strata. That any religion which spreads
to the masses has to take into account elements of
belief indigenous to the laiety is a widely recognized
fact. Moreover, as Weber pointed out, such elements
usually contain magical ideas, and these can be found in
the stories of miracles in certain sections of Kho,ja
tradition concerning Satpanth.^ Exactly how and
when these stories came into circulation is unknown,
and a historical Investigation of what can aptly be
termed the "dark ages" of Satpanth, i.e. the long
period between the original conversion and the
migration of the Imam Hasan'allebah to Bombay, would have
the greatest value in bridging one of the most
tantalizing lacunae in the history of Satpanth Ismailism,
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Chapter III
The Quest for a New Social Identity I
Having discussed the history of the beginnings
and subsequent development of Satpanth Israallism in
the Indo-^ak subcontinent, we shall now resume the
historical account of the Ismailis at a point which is
more directly relevant to the special interest of this
study, namely the expansion of the Tsmaili community
in Hast Africa. In order to understand the Hast
African developments fully, it is necessary to take
full account of some events of decisive importance
which took place as a result of the migration of the
Imam Hasancallshah (the Aga Khan I), the forty-sixth
Imam in the Ismaili tradition, to India, in the middle
of the nineteenth century. The most important of
these events was the so-called ?:hoia Case of 1866,.
when the authority of the Imam was challenged in the
Bombay High Court. Since significant numbers of
lemailie had settled in Eaet Africa (mainly on the
island of Zanzibar'1 by this tine, the court-case had
far-reaching consequences on their social organization
and belief system. This was all the more so by
virtue of the fact that the centralized authority cf
78
the Imam had the effect of linking the various
Ismaili communities throughout the world at a
substantial level of their religious and social
awareness. Owing to these reasohs, the history of the
social process consisting of changes in organization
and modifications in certain asoects of the doctrinal
system of the communities in East Africa cannot be
considered in isolation from the court case of 1866
and other closely related events. For these develop¬
ments had a far-reaching iraoact on the collective
consciousness of the various Kho,ia Ismaili communities
throughout the world. In this chapter, therefore, we
shall discuss in some detail the social dynamics of
the conflicts, which were one of the consequences of
the Imam Hasancallshah's migration to India, and the
reaction of the conforming Ismailis to these conflicts.
In the next chatter, we shall proceed to trace in detail
the initial effects of these incidents on the East
African Ismaili communities, and the subsequent
developments which emerged on the basis of the
resolution of the earlier difficulties and conflicts.
First of all, however, it is essential to say a few
words in order to clarify the general framework of
analysis within which we are going to examine the
develooments to be described in this chanter and the next.
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In considering the changes in the social system
of the Ismailis from the time of the Iraamat of the Aga
Khan I onwards, we shall assume a dialectical
relationshit) between the religious ideation and the
social orocesses in question. Thus, far from
dismissing the changes in the doctrinal system of the
Ismailis as a mere reflection of the social changes,
and far from taking the opposite aooroach of considering
the social changes as a mere product of the religious
develooments, we shall take the view that each of these
two sets of changes had repercussions on the other.
The ideational group of these changes will not be
considered in detail except in a later chapter. As
is suggested by the titles of these two chapters, most
of these changes can be viewed collectively as part
of the quest for a social identity, and part of the
changing nature of this identity in response to
various influences of the social environment.
However, it is necessary to bear in mind that owing to
the complexity of the structure of the Ismaili society,
the dynamics of change and continuity take olace at
more than one level. Here we will be concerned with
those changes which took olace at an organisational
level, in other words, the relatively formal and
directly observable level (which would include the
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constitutional set-up as well). Whether these
changes were accompanied by any change at the more
structural and intangible level is a consideration
that we shall put off until towards the end of this
thesis. Moreover, it should be noted that the
changes to be described in this chapter and the next
took place within a dual frame of reference. They
were part of a changing identity in relation to the
non-Isxnaili groups that constituted the social
environment in which the Ismailis found themselves
living, and they were also oart of a changing shape
of internal organisation. Indeed, these are but two
aspects of a single phenomenon. The posture that a
society adopts in relation to the world around it is
partly determined by, and in turn determines, its
self-view. In a highly organized society such as the
Ismallie, the organization assumes the function of
partially articulating this self-view. In its turn,
the internal organization may have its own modifying
effects, however slight, on the total self-view of the
society. Furthermore, that facet of the social
identity which is realized through the society's
relationship to the other groups that constitute the
world around it, can itself be broken into two oarts•
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One element in the relationship of a society to its
social environment is to be found in its attempt at
establishing a working relationship with the groups
with which it finds it necessary or desirable to do
so, while the other element in this relationship lies
in the attempt on the oart of the society to establish
a distinctive identity via-a-vis these other groups,
thus consolidating itself as a separate group in its
own right. Once again, these two processes are
only two different aspects of the total momentum of the
group towards a realization of its essential vision
through reaching out towards forms of identity that
would bent enable it to cone to terms with its social
environment. To sun up the argument thus far, we
shall be concerned in this chanter and the next, with
dialectical processes in two different dimensions. On
one plane, we will be examining the reciprocal
relationship between the ideational and the social
changes among the Ismailis since the time of the Aga
Khan I. On another plane, we will devote our
attention to examining the relationship between the
total response adopted by the Ismaili society to ether
non-Israaili societies with which it had dealings, and
the internal organization which, with the Passage of
years, emerged as the most striking feature of the society.
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All these processes constituted a single quest which
forms the quintessence of the changes and developments
over the period with which we are concerned — the quest
for a more secure and viable social identity.
An essential feature of the Khoja Israaili
community in India at the time when the Imam
Hasan'alishah migrated there was the absence of a
formal, constitutionally defined identity. This
factor was responsible for a oertain amorohousness
in dogma, ritual, and, therefore, in the social
identity as a whole. There were several reasons for
this relatively confused identityt (1) The long-
established and, therefore, firmly ingrained principle
taqiyya. and the consequent tendency to adopt
alien customs and rites. (2) The very nature of
Satpanth religion, which was a symbiotic combination
of elements from Sufi Islam and Hinduism. (3) The
oersonal absence of the Imam. (4) The place of Muslim
communities in the caste structure of Indian society.
(5) The absence of a clearly defined set of dogmas
and rites, and (6) the absence of constitutional
recognition. We shall examine each of these factors
briefly.
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(1) The practice of taqiyya
Strictly sreakir.fr, taqiyya is a technical tern
standing for the principle of "diBpensatjon from the
requirements of religion under compulsion or threat of
injury"* * Tn the Kfecja Case, however, it was used
in a brooder sense to denote the practice of adopting
non-Iemeili rites and customs in correction with
institutions like marriage. Although the principle
of taqiyya is by no means confined to the 3hica, "
it was with them that it became a particularly burning
issue. Tor long history of persecution and the
psychological state induced by the constant
apprehension of some unannounced danger lurking round
the corner, as it were, was responsible in the 3h!ca
minorities for a temperament especially conducive to
the wide-soread practice cf concealing their beliefs.
Among the Xhoja Israailis, therefore, it is not surprising
that the historical legacy of persecution and the
temperament associated with it would contribute to the
tendency on the oart of the community to adoot custona
and rites which were not strictly Ismaili or Shicite.
The Chief Justice presiding over the Xhoja Case
observed that taqiyya had almost become a "second nature"
to the Ismailis, The validity of this so emphatic
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a statement is debatable, for, as we shall see, there
were a number of factors beside the observation of
tagiyya which had bearings on the characteristic
ambiguity in religious practices among the Kho^jas
in that period in their history. It is nevertheless
reasonable to supnose that the tendency on the part of
the Khojas to observe Sunn! customs was in all
probability a result of the general predisposition,
under the threat of necessity, to adopt what from the
outside observer's point of view may aooear as alien
customs. This tendency on the part of the Khoja
Ismailis to observe divergent sets of practices some
of which belonged to non-Ismaili religious groups, a
tendency which can perhaps be described as "plural
belonging", was a sure indication of the fact that the
Ismailis had not yet become a sufficiently distinct
community with fixed beliefs, rites and norms. In
other words, though they were a markedly distinct
congregation, they had not formally defined their
doctrines and rites, nor had thev yet sifted essentially
those Practices which could be unmistakablytermed
"Ismaili", from those which were of more doubtful
origin or even obviously derived from other sects.
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At arty rate, it was in connection with such
rites as marriages or funerals that Sunni practices
were generally observed. Marriages were officiated
by Sunni qajls. The fact that the latter regularly
and carefully kept registers of marriages presided
over by them - a fact which was of considerable
importance in the matter of legal proof of marriage -
might have been an additional reason for the Khojas'
preference for their marriage rites to be performed by
Sunni iaull5s. In the case of funeral rites, the fact
that the Khojaa had no mulias of their own and that the
ShI'a mullSs were few and were not always easily
available, could be an additional reason why the
Ismailis were forced to resort to Sunni qadis.
Indeed, in order to ensure facilities for the regular
performance of funeral rites, a Sunni mosque had been
built in the Khoja burial ground in Bombay in 1822,
with a Sunni mulls appointed to officiate over the
5
appropriate Islamic prayers. A point of major
importance that should be noted in this connection is
that beside the possible influence of the historical
tendency towards taqiyva on the part of the Shl*as,
the fact that certain sections of Tsmaili funeral
rites are identical with the corresponding Sunni rites
(such as the Fatiha, for instance) could have been9 '
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yet another reason why the Ismailis oerhaos saw no
anomaly whatsoever in such rites being performed by a
SunnI official.
(2) The symbiotic nature of Satpanth Ismailism.
We have seen in the previous chapter that the
essential character of Satpanth Ismailism is eclectic.
This led to the existence in the community of a
variety of practices, a situation which was potentially
liable to lead to ambiguities and confusion. The
fact that the Islamic element in the faith was
represented by Sufi ideas, a body of thought in Islam
whose central characteristic from the point of view
of its social structure was Its diffuseness or
amorohousness, was an additional factor making for a
ootential source of ambiguity.
(3) The personal absence of the Imam.
Though periodical contact with the Imam (who was
resident in Iran) was maintained through representatives
of various communities in India who travelled to Iran
to have the Imam's didar and to pay him tributes, the
fact that the Imam was a physically remote figure
for the mass of the followers in India prevented the
{
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emergence of a centralized structure with institution¬
alized authority. A f£hoja author mentions the
existence of vakils or agents of the Imam , but it is
obvious that their role, apart from collecting tributes
and acting as a link between the Imam and the
communities in India, was vague and of little decisive
consequence as far as organization was concerned.
Thus it was not until the Imam Hasan£alishah arrived
in India that his authority was enforced directly and
personally with a consequent increase in the cohesiveness
of those of his followers who stood by him.
(4) The olace of Muslim communities in the Indian
traditional social structure
The classification of Indian societies into
castes (varna) and caste-groups (,1ati) is all-
encompassing, Hence, even Muslim communities were
called by names based not always on their belief-system
but on the caste-group to which they belonged. Thus
the Punjabi Kashmiri, and other grouns of Ismailis
were all known separately. It was not until the
authority of the Imam had been firmly established and
extended over all the communities who, originally
converted by the PIrs, acknowledged the Tmamat, that
the various groups in question asserted their Islamic
beliefs more Openly and collectively, and hence came
to be united into a single "Ismaili" society.
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(5) The absence of a clearly defined set of dogmas
and ritea
As we have seen in the preceding chapter, the
central concern of the glnans was a mystical one.
There was no attempt towards the formulation of a
creed. Bites and customs were considered to be of
a superficial and purely subordinate importance, and
were therefore left to the discretion of the followers.
There was no consistent attempt at laying down a
binding or distinctly ordered set of religious rites.
(6) The absence of a constitutional definition.
Not until the conflicts in the community
culminated in the 1866 court-case, were the distinctive
tenets of the Ismailis recognized by a High Court as
constituting a body of doctrines sufficiently distinct
and precise as to mark out the FTho.ja Ismailis as a
separate sect.
Having noted the chief factors which were
responsible for a state in which the true identity of
the Fhoja lemailis was liable to be challenged owing
to the existence in their community of a variety of
alien religious practices, we shall now go on to
consider in detail the migration of Imam Hasancalishah
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to India, and the subsequent history of dissent in
the community.
Muhammad Husayn Husayni, otherwise known as
Hasan alishah, was the forty-sixth Imam in the Ismaili
tradition. His father, the Imam Khalilullah, was
murdered in 1818 in a local skirmish. The then
Shah of Persia, Path All Shah Qajar (1798-1834) was
alarmed at the possible consequences of the murder,
and fearing grave reprisals from the fanatically loyal
Ismaili followers of the Imam, bestowed favours upon
the new Imam, conferring upon him the governorship of
the provinces of Mahellat and Oum, and marrying him to
his own daughter. The new Imam had the pet name
"Aga Khan" in the court of the Shah, which was later
adaoted as a hereditary title. He thus came to be
known as the Aga Khan I, although as Imam he was
considered by his followers to be the forty-sixth
holder of the masmad of Imamat since \ll, the first
Imam of the Shicas . In 1837 the Imam, having
made a deadly enemy of Haji Mirza Aghasi, the Prime
Minister and one of the most powerful men in the
country, rose in arms against Muhammad Ali Shah Qajar,
who was then the Shah of ersia. The exact nature of
the hostility between the Aga Khan I and Haji Mirza
Aghasi is not clear and need not detain us here.
90
At any rate, after putting up a formidable fight, he
was overcome by the king's forces and was compelled to
retreat. Bscaoing from Persia, he took refuge with
the British at Oandahar. He also rendered military
assistance to the British in quelling the revolt raised
by the native tribes at Kabul. Furthermore, he used
his influence to pacify the militant mirs who were
hostile to the British forces. In 1842, the Imam
arrived at Sindh, where again his military prowess
and war-like character v/ere of help to Sir Charles
Efapier, the British governor, especially in the wars
of Miani and Dubba in 1843. In 1843, Hasan'allshah
reached Calcutta and finally settled in Bombay in 1848,
where he was received with considerable reverence
by the majority of his followers •
The Imam's arrival, however, also set into motion
a process of dissension in certain sections of the
community. The element of vaguesness in certain
areas of religious expression in the community which
we have already discussed above, proved fertile grounds
for this dissent. This dissatisfaction later
developed into a movement with periodical, albeit
sporadic and Irregular, secessions from the main
body of followers. It is extremely important to
stress, however, that against the amorphousness and
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confusion in various aspects of the religious and
social life of the Kho.jas, especially in matters of
marriage and funeral rites, there was a very striking
and unbroken continuity in certain more fundamental
issues which were decisive for the identity of the
community. Thus, for instance, as witness after
witness during the course of the Fhoia case confirmed,
"from all time our fathers used to go on nilgrimage
to "Durkhana" (i.e. the residence of the Imam). ^
These neriodical iourneye by local groups of followers
from the Indian subcontinent to "Persia, under conditions
which at the least can be termed hazardous, are a
vivid reflection of the deep sentiments of loyalty
binding the Ismailis to their Imams from the earliest
times. Moreover, these pilgrimages, organized more
or less regtilarly "from the earliest times of their
existence as a seoarate community"" demonstrate the
clearly delineated identity of the Khojas as a body
of followers owing allegiance to the Ismaili Imams.
The intense veneration with which the Ismailis looked
up to their Imams was a reflection of the Sufistic
notions of the relationship between the Imam and his
followers in Ismaili philosopny. The Fhoja Case also
established the fact "that, for a time beyond which the
memory of man runneth not to the contrary"' -
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from the origin - from the very outset of their
separate existence as a distinctive community - the
Khojas have been in the habit of transmitting as to
their 'Sirkar Sahib'dord and master), voluntary
offerings (Bakat) out of religious feelings (Dharm)
to the Imam for the time being of the Ismailis, whom
they revered as their Murshed or spiritual head";
This, together with the fact that the Kho;ja Isinailis
had since the earliest times their own separate places
of worship, the jamatkhanas, with a Mukhi and Kamaria
as ^residing officers, and, above all, the fact that
the community always had as their religious literature
the dua (orayer) and the glnans, prove beyond doubt
that the identity of the Khojas had been fundamentally
distinct. In the light of this, one may wonder how
it was at all oossible for confusion and disagreement
to arise over the precise character and iranlleations
of the beliefs of the FTiojas. One may also wonder
how it was possible for the dissenting party in the
Khoja case to challenge the fundamental principles of
Khoja Ismaili faith when these very principles were
so exclusively confined to Ismailism and so
characteristic of it as to render any mistake
concerning their true nature impossible.
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The answer to these questions lies in considering
the concept of "social identity", in its application
to the Isnaills of this period, on two levels.
These two levels could best be termed "formal" and
"informal". The term "formal" is meant here in a
strict and narrow sense to stand for the official
or public sector of opinion. The terra "informal" is
used here to embrace all those distinctive tenets
which set the Kho.iao apart from other religious
groups, but had neither yet been defined in a final
or constitutional manner, nor had the authority of
constitutionally enforceable sanctions. Given this
intrinsically weak situation, and given the important
ambiguities in certain areas of social and religious
behaviour, antagonistic parties were bound to
utilize these factors to find ideological support for
social conflicts which erupted among themselves from
time to time.
It should be noted that the history of the various
secessions that took place whenever the conflicts in
the community came to a head shows that the issues
which centered in the conflicts were far from
constituting a single or systematic ideological
protest. Whatever ideological points of contention
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were brought into the foreground seem to have been
secondary to the spirit of mutual animosity which was
the essential driving force in such conflicts. On the
whole, the orotests were the expression of discontent in
a small minority of the community, and the sole drive
which enabled them to sustain the hostility for a
reasonably long time was their antipathy for the rest of
the community and its leaders, and their resistance to
Imam Hasan'allshah's authority, together with the refusal
to pay him the customary dues. This last factor deserves
special note, for it was a prominent issue in the quarrel.
The amount of money payable to the Imam could in all
probability be enormous, and it is not unlikely that the
local heads of the community resorted to intimidating
action if a few individual members of the community
resisted the demand. One is therefore led to conclude
that the real driving force in the quarrel consisted of
a social conflict in which the heavy tributes that the
members of the community were expected to pay to the
Imam was a special cause for resentment on the part of
the protesting group. On the other hand, the fact
that the Khoja Ismailis observed Sunn! rites in
marriages and funerals, - and this situation provided,
as we have seen, a breeding ground for disputes
concerning the true nature of Fhoja beliefs - became
the actual point of contention. If, however, the
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whole series of conflicts (including the court-case
of 1905, which we shall discuss further below) is
examined, one finds that the ideological points of
contention during some phases in the history of the
dissent differed radically from those which were nut
forward durinr other phases in the same general
movement. What is important to note is that in the
series of events leading up to the court-case of 1866,
one can discern a general preoccupation with the
question as to what precisely was the status of the
Khojas on account of the prevalence in the community
of the Sunn! customs already mentioned above.
The High-Court case of 1866 dwelt only upon the
clashes between a dissenting minority in Bombay on one
hand and the bulk of the community, headed by the Imam
oh the other. It was certainly in Bombay that
these differences were articulated and expressed
with far-reaching effects. But some Iemaili texts
also record similar disputes in Hutch. It is related
that when the Hast India Company was exercising
authority in Hutch, a certain vakil or agent of the
Imam dissociated himself from the main body of
followers, drawing a small minority in his support.
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It is significant that the dissenting party's demand
is said to have been to the effect that the shrine of
Saiyad Dadu (a Khoja reformer saint believed to have
been sent to Sindh and Kutch in the 16th century 10)
should be enclosed within the Sunnl burial ground.
They also allied themselves with a group of Surmls.
However, another leading figure in the community, on
behalf of the rest of the members, protested to the
"British authorities and prevented the shrine from
being annexed by the Sunnls. Several decades later,
however, there seems to have been a recurrence of
conflict when one Tfjnedali, a vakil from the Khoja
community in Kuteh who had risen to a position of
influence in the court of the local maharajah
(the jurisdiction of the East India Company over Kutch
had by then been annulled) set up a counter-claim
against the rest of the community. The exact details
of the dispute are unknown. As a result of the
conflict, the Imam is said to have sent his nephew,
Muhammad Jafarkhan, to Kutch to settle the quarrel.
On Hmedalis resisting the Imam's nephew, the Imam
sought the support of the British Political Agent at
Kutch and forced Umedali to give up the communal




The events at Kutch depict an ideological, oat tern
of protest that seems closely related to that involved
in the conflicts in Bombay where the main part of the
battle was fought. In 1829 a group of Xhojas headed
by one Habib Ibrahim resisted the payment of dasond
or the conventional tribute to the Imam. This was a
symbolic defiance of the Imam's authority and in order
to counteract the opposition and prevent it from
extending, the Imam sent one Mirza A'bdul Kaseam as his
special agent, together with his maternal grandmother
who, incidentally, was revered in the old dua of the
Khojas as .'ir, her name appearing there as Plr Garkar
Mats. Halamat. She is said to have preached forcefully
in the Khoja .lamatkhanas in Bombay."^ In 183o the
Khojas assembled in the janatkhana and by common consent
excommunicated Habib Ibrahim and his party. However,
in 1335, on relenting and paying the dues they had
resisted in the first instance, Hateib Ibrahim and his
supporters were re-admitted into the community.
In 1846 a case was filed in the Bombay Supreme
Cdurt as a result of a dispute over the regulations
governing the rights of Khot1a women to inherit property.
The nature of the dispute and the reactions of both
parties concerned provides interesting and valuable
insight into the fundamental changes affecting the
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social identity of the Khojas at this period in their
history. The plaintiffs in the case were two sisters
whose father's property, after his death, had passed
into the hands of his brother. The latter, upon his
death, left a will in which he aopointed his widow and
one of his nieces trustees of the property he left
behind him. Thereupon the two sisters filed a suit
in the Supreme Court claiming that as the Khojas were
Muslims, they had a right, in accordance with Muslim
law, to inherit the property their father had
originally left behind• It is at once clear that the
nature of the contention raised issues which were of
grave significance for the social identity of the
Khojas. The religion which had been handed down to
them from their forefathers since the time of the Plrs
was an eclectic integration of Hindu and Muslim elements.
How, for the first time, they were challenged in a
court of law to define their tenets more precisely
in a specific situation. Simply stated, the
question wast were the Khoja laws of lnheritanoe to
be governed by Islamic shari'a or Hindu law?
The Aga Khan was determined that the body of law
binding on his community in this particular matter
was to be the Islamic sharl'a. He, therefore,
supported the olaintiffs. On the other hand, the
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dissenting party held that they ought to be governed
by Hindu laws of inheritance. The stand-point of the
latter is very surprising in view of the fact that in
other disputes they claimed that the Kho^as were Punnls
and that the SbT'a beliefs in force among there were
an innovation and a deliberate product of ulterior
motives on the part of the Imam. In his judgement
on the case, however, Pir Erekine berry pronounced
against the rights of Khoja women to inherit property
according to Islamic law. He also pinpointed the
confueed identity of the community when he commented
that the religion of the JChojae was Muslim but their
dress, manners, and appearance were Hindu, that they
called themselves SunnI when they were among the SunnTs
but said they were ShI'a when they were talking to
Phi'ites, that their knowledge of Islam was negligible,
etc.^
In 1848, Kabib Ibrahim and hie supporters were
excommunicated once again as a result of resurgence of
disturbance following the suit. Subsequently, th§r
established themselves in a different .jama tkhana
in another cart of the town. In 1850 four Kho^as of
the dissenting group were murdered by fanatical members
of the main body. Those who were arrested were
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capitally sentenced in Bombay. After some time,
however, the dissenters were re-admitted into the main
body of the community and for a while there was a
temporary suspension of hostilities.
In 1861, the Imam made a fresh and determined
effort to destroy the ground on which dissension was
likely to flourish, and to steer the crucial ore-
occupation of the Khojas with the oroblem of their
historical origin, towards the affirmation of a
distinctly Ismaili identity. He accordingly
published a saner in which he declared that he wished
that the rites and customs accompanying "marriages,
ablutions, and funeral ceremonies" be oerformed
thenceforward in accordance with the Ismaili creed,
"which their ancestors held secretly". He also
noted that he had seen in print an accusation by the
opposing party that the rhoias were SumnIs, and that a
certain person (meaning himself) had been inviting thens
into the Ismaili faith. As this was obviously
untrue, the Imam demanded that the Ismailis formally
affirm their true beliefs. At the end of the
statement, he asked, "How he who may be willing to
obey my orders shall write his name in this book that
I may know him".The evidence of the Mukhi of the
Bombay jamat. who was called as a witness in the suit,
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confirmed the background of events leading to this
declaration of the Imam. He stated that "in
consequence of certain newspaper articles stating that
the Khojas are Sunnis, the A.ga got a writing prepared.
He told me he should like to see who of the
Khojas were Hunnis and who were Shias; those who were
T_R
Shias should come and sign this writing." Thus,
this declaration can be considered as a highly
significant sten in what can be seen as the beginning
nhase in the movement towards the elimination of
taqiyya, and the affirmation of a distinctive identity.
The .judge ^residing over the suit drew attention to
the fact that this action on the part of the Imam was
"not, as it has been occasionally but incorrectly
termed, a nrofession of Shia faith. It is a mere
declaration or nledge on the nart of those Khojas who
in matters of religious opinion, are already Shias,
or rather Shia Imami Ismailis# that they will, from
the time of signing it, perform their funeral and
marriage ceremonies, not according to the Suni form,
as it is admitted that they had heretofore done, but
according to the Shia form. It is em engagement that
those who have all along been Shias, or Shia Tmami
Tsmailis in religious oninion, shall thenceforth he so
also in all the denartraents of religious oractice
10?
It apoears that about one thousand families out of a
total of one thousand and four hundred Khoja families
in Bombay and its immediate neighbourhood, professed
loyalty to the Imam, As a sequel to these
developments, the Khoja jamat met in the jamatkhana
in 186? and though neither the Imam nor the
dissenting party was present (presumably, however, the
Imam was not unaware of the proceedings), passed a
resolution to serve a form of notice to the dissenters
stating that if within twenty-one days they agreed to
abide by the regulations of the community and to pay
the customary dues, they would be accepted back into
the community-fold, Failure to agree to this,
however, would forfeit their membership. After the
expiry of the stated period and owing to the lack of
any response on the part of the seceders, they were
officially ex-communicated. Finally, in February 1864,
the Sunnl mulla attached to the mosque in the Khoja
burial ground was asked to leave# Opposition between
the contending parties thus became more extreme and
led to a final show-down of strength. In 1862 the
famous suit was entered in the Bombay High Court, and
in 1866 Chief Justice Arnold delivered judgement. The
case has cotne to be known generally as the "Khoja
Case", and the judgement was delivered after a lengthy
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proceeding, during the course of which fundamental
historical points touching upon the identity of the
Khojas as a community were examined in detail.
The Khoja Case was thus an expression,on the formal
and constitutional level, of social conflicts and
resentments which had been making themselves felt in
the community since a long time. Moreover the nature
of the questions raised in the case, either as direct
consequences of the bill filed by the relators and
plaintiffs or as indirect implications of the points
at issue, were of a fundamental nature, involving the
cardinal principles which formed the heart of the
religious and social existence of the community.
Thus, "on behalf of the relators and plaintiffs it
was contended that the Khojas were originally converted
to Suni tenets of Muhammadanism, which had ever since
been the religion of the community, and that no one
not professing Suni tenets could be held to be a Khoja..
The defendants, though representing a numerical
majority of the so-called Khoja sect, yet, having
renounced the Suni tenets and adopted those of the
Shias could not be held to be Fhojas, and were,
therefore, not entitled to the possession of the
property of the community or to interfere in any way
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in the management of the officers of the community.
The Khojas have always observed and still observe the
Suni forms of ritual, and employ Suni priests.
Aga Khan, being the hereditary Imam of the Tsraailis,
is necessarily a Shia, and, therefore, neither he nor
those who acknowledge him as their spiritual head can
on
claim to be considered Khojas." Furthermore, the
prosecuting party also claimed that ir Sadardln who,
according to tradition, had been responsible for
converting the Khojas from Hinduism, was a SunnI, and
the community had therefore been SunnI from the
21
beginning.
The defending party reacted to this charge by
maintaining that "Pir Sadardin was not a Suni but a
Shia of the Imami Ismail! oersuasion, that he was a
T)ai, or missionary, of one of the direct lineal
ancestors of the first defendant £i.e. the Aga KhanO -
the Imam or spiritual chief for the time then being of
the Imami Ismailis; that from the time of the first
conversion till now the Khoja community has been and
still is (with the exception of the relators and
plaintiffs and those comparatively few families among
the Bombay Khojas who adhere to then) of the Shia
Iniami Ismaili persuasion; that the 3aid community
(except as aforesaid ) always has been bound in close
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ties of spiritual allegiance to the ancestors of the
first defendant, Aga Khan, the hereditary chiefe or
Imams of the Ismailis, whom the Kho.-ja community always
have regarded and (except as above) still regard as
?2
their lursheds or soiritual heads,"
It is clear at the outset that the central point
of contention was a crucial one, and the final outcome
of the case was in effect going to determine the very
identity of the Khojas, Indeed, the gist of all the
detailed and lengthy arguments in the case was aptly
summarized by the counsel for the olaintiffs when he
said, "If the Kho.jaa are Sun is, we (the relators and
plaintiffs succeed, if they are not Sunis, we fail
Similarly, the claim put forward by the seceders that
the Imam had no right to the property of the Khojas
and that he should be restrained from exercising
authority in the management of the community, was
tantamount to asking that the Kho^as should be
considered as Sunnls and that the Imamat was therefore
at variance with the tenets of the community. The
demand for reduction of the power of the Imam was thus
tantamount to a demand that the community change its
identity in a matter which occupied a central
position in its religious world-view.
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Justice Arnold realized the far-reaching and
crucial implications of the suit. "During the course
of the proceedings of the case there was a lengthy
examination of the history and development of
Ismailism, the conversion in India, the history of
the First Aga Khan and his relations with his followers.
In his judgement, at the outset, Arnold summed ut> the
issues which were the subject of inquiry in the case,
in the form of the following questions:
"First - What are the SUNIS as distinct from
the SHIAS?
Secondly - Who and what are the SHIA IMAMI
ISMAILIS?
Thirdly - Who and what is the first defendant
AGA KHAN?
Fourthly - Who and what (independently of
their distinctive religious belief)
are the XHOJAS, and what are and
have been their relations with the
first defendant and his ancestors?
Fifthly - What have been the relations of the
first defendant, AGA KHAN, with the
particular community to which the
relators and plaintiffs belong,
via ., the Khoja community of
Bombay?" ^
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Thus the beginning section of the judgement was
devoted to a survey of the Shih movement which began
to gather momentum after the death of the nrophet and
came to a head in the dramatic tragedy at Kerbala,
and to the emergence of the Tsmailis as a distinct
off-shoot of this movement. There followed an
account of the various phases forming the history of
Ismailism through centuries of vicissitudes in their
fortunes. It was also pointed out that two
significant features of Ismailism in its historical
development and propagation - features which had
important bearings on the determination of the
issues at stake in the suit - were the custom of
taqiyya, and the general policy of Ismaili missionaries
of "assuming or admitting the truth of the greater
portion of the religious tenets of those whom they
?5
wished to convert to their own." It was these
principles that had been responsible in oart for the
distinctive characteristics of the conversion of the
Khojas and of their subsequent history. nowever, the
history of the Khoja community since the period
regarding which it was possible to make inferences
based on evidence, was marked by two typical
exnressions of loyalty to their Imam on the part of
his Indian followers: the periodic remittance of
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tributes to the Imam (which could be seen in the old
account books presented as evidence in the case), and
the habit of making pilgrimages to ^ersia in order to
26
see the Imam,
After narrating at some length the history of
the conflicts in the community and the stormy encounter
of the Imam Hasanfairshah with the dissident party,
Arnold went on to deal with the question of the
religious beliefs of Plr Sadardin. From the mass of
tradition presented in the court in the course of
the examination and cross-examination of witnesses,
he abstracted three considerations which had been of
decisive and final importance in convincing hira that
the Khoja community had been Shi*"a Tmami Ismailis from
the very beginning of their separate existence. The
first of these was that if Plr Sadardin had been a
SunnT, "he would have stood forth before the Khoja
community as the great object of Khoja veneration,
with nothing between him and the Apostle of God. In
such case the homage, the devotion, the oilgrimages
which have been proved to have been made from the
beginning by the Khojaa to the Imams of the Israailis,
would naturally have been paid to the holy tomb of the
great founder and saint who had converted the Khojas
to the religion of Islam.n2-*1 However, the fact that
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this was not so, was "quite incompatible with the
theory that Pir Sadardin, of his own mere notion as
an independent founder and originator, had converted
the ancestors of the Khojas to the Suni faith of Islam .
On the other hand, it is exactly what might reasonably
be exnected, if the tradition of the great body of the
Khoja community be well founded, viz., that Dir Badardin
was a mere Dai, or missionary, of a living, though
distant, Trnam of the Ismail is, to whom, as to a living
concrete object of respect and worshin, he from the
first directed the spiritual allegiance and veneration
of the new converts.
The second consideration is this: as already
shown, it is proved as clearly as any circumstance of
the kind is capable of proof among a oeoole where oral
tradition supplies the place of written records, that
the Khoja community from the beginning made
oilgrimages and oaid contributions to the hereditary
Imams of the Ismailis. Now, how is this clearly
established fact to be accounted for? On the
supposition that Pir Sadardin was a T)ai or missionary
of the then Imams of the Israailis, the explanation
is clear and simple; but if this be denied, what
other explanation is to be given of the facts? Was
there a sit»sequent conversion and a second founder?
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This is not even pretended, and if there had been
some tradition of it it would certainly have been
preserved, whereas no such tradition exists or is
pretended to exist. When one allegation, supported
by an exceedingly strong and uniform current of
tradition, clearly explains a proved state of facts,
which no other suggested hypothesis will account for,
it is surely not enough for those who dispute that
allegation simply to set up a counter-allegation,
supported by a far weaker current of tradition, which
instead of explaining the proved facts, makes them
unaccountable. If ^ir Sadardin was a Suni, and
converted the first Khojas to Sunism, how are we to
account for the well-established fact that the Khojas,
from the beginning, have been bound by ties of close
spiritual allegiance, evidenced by outward acts of
homage and devotion, to the hereditary Imams of the
Ismail is?*'28
The third consideration which in Arnold's opinion
weighed the balance decisively against the claim that
the Kho.jas were SunnTs, arose out of the peculiar set
of beliefs set out in the has Avtar, one of the
important gTnans ascribed to PIr SadardTn.^ The
lenient attitude towards the idea of the avtars or
Ill
incarnations in the first nine chanters of the
treatise, together with the doctrine that fAlI and his
successor-Imams were a manifestation of the Divine
"50
Light, were radically contrary to Sunni ideas.
In the light of this evidence, the fact that the Khojas
observed Sunni customs at the time that the case took
place was of secondary importance. Tn any case, it
could he explained according to the principle of tagiyya.
Indeed, this explanation received additional support
by considerations of the oersecution to which the Shik
communities in India would have felt themselves likely
to he exposed. This assumption, in Arnold's opinion,
was borne out by such evidence as that in Abu-l-Qadir*s
Muntakab al tawarihh, which contained the account of
the terrible assassination of a Shlk mulla who had
supoorted the Mugal emperor Akbar in his attempt to
produce a synthesis of Islamic and Hindu ideas . ^
Furthermore, "as to the argument that, though 'Takiah'
might account for such compliance with Suni practices
in times of persecution, yet is could not account for
their continuance after the dread of persecution had
disappeared - this reasoning can have no force with
those who consider the all but omnipotent power of
use and wont In the ordinary usages of social life,
and who reflect on the long continuance of practices
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and institutions .... long after the reason of their
first establishment and all sufficient grounds for
M rZO
their perpetuation have passed away. In addition
to this, the prevalence among the Khojas of certain
characteristically Shlii practices left no doubt as
rz-x
to their religious persuasion. Concluding these
arguments, which had involved. as we have seen, a
careful and thorough examination of the history of the
Khojas, Arnold stated that "the Court is now in a
position to give an adequate description of the Khoja
sect? _it ijs a sect of people whose ancestors were
Hindus in origin, which was converted to and has
throughout abided in the faith of the Shia Tmaml Tsmailis
and which has always been and still Is bound by ties
of spiritual allegiance to the hereditary Imam of the
Ismail is ." The suit was accordingly dismissed.-^
The judgement in the Khoja case has been treated
as a highly significant event in the history of the
Khojas, both by Ismaili writers and non-Ismaili scholars.
It has sometimes been considered as the authoritative
definition of the belief-system of the Khoja Ismailis.
That the judgement did provide a learned and definitive
statement of the doctrine of the Khojas is certainly
true. That, however, its importance lay only in one
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particular level of the identity of the community,
namely the formal one, and that there had been a
substantial continuity at a less directly visible and
informal level is a fact that has often been over-looked.
The continuity at this level of the identity of the
Khoja Isroailis had been part of their self-view, though
this self-view may not have been consciously formulated.
When it comes to the critical examination by an
observer of the social change within a society over a
specific scan of time, one can postulate either a slow
or gradual momentum of change building up over a
period, or sudden, radical changes constituting what
may be called a "breakthrough" in the identity of the
society. One may also postulate a combination of both
types of change. We can consider the Khoja case as
such a "breakthrough" during the course of the quest
for a definite social identity on the cart of the
community, the religious and cultural features of which
included eclectic elements. However, in accordance
with what has been discussed above, it is necessary to
3tress that the "breakthrough" contained in the
judgement of the case, dramatic though it was, was
nevertheless confined to one level of the life of the
community. It did not introduce a new doctrinal
system. The claim on the part of the seceders that
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the Imam had been trying to create a new set of
doctrines was proved wrong.^ What it did in fact
introduce was a new dimension to the identity of the
community. The beliefs and tenets of the Iemailis
were now embedded in a pronouncement by an
institution of no less prestige than the British High
Court, whose legal authority carried the utmost weight
and on whose decision the community could fall back
in case of similar challenges in the future. In this
resoect, therefore, the judgement was supremely
important.
The Imam Hasan*allshah appears to have led a
peaceful and settled life, with his authority over the
Khojas securely established by law, till his death in
1881. The vast number of family-members, relatives,
dependents and retainers that he had brought with him
from Persia also settled in Bombay and at some other
daces, and constituted what was almost a feudal
set-up. There were a few sporadic outbursts of
minor conflicts, especially in Kutch, but these could
not but be on a small and disorganized scale at this
37
stage. He was sucoeeded on his death by his eldest
son, Aga All Shah, who was known as the Aga Khan II,
and was revered by his followers as their forty-
seventh Imam. A scholar of Arabic and Dersian
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literature and metaphysics, he also served on a number
of public and philanthropic bodies, but died in 1885,
after only four years of Imamat. He was succeeded by
Sultan Muhammad Shah, the Aga Khan III (the
predecessor of the present Aga Khan), who was then a
minor, being only eight years old. During his child¬
hood, the affairs of the community were managed by
his mother, a woman noted for her astuteness and piety.
The young Tmam grew up to be one of the most well-
known figures in British diplomacy and international
politics. His life and ideas will be discussed in
greater detail in the next chanter. At this stage,
we are concerned only with the conflicts over which
the development of the community stumbled once again
at a time when a new identity was emerging, and which
forced it to fall back on its own resources a second
time in this chequered phase of its history.
Prom about the turn of the century onwards,
the dissenting group within the Kho.ia community tended
to adopt Ithna^asheri dogmas as an ideological front.
Those who were excommunicated by the majority group
usually became Ithnacasheri. The protest was partly
directed against the tightening and over-riding
authority of the Imam. However, as in the earlier
series of protests, there was no consistent
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ideological alternative offered by the protagonists of
the dissenting group. Since the judgement in the
Eho ja case had finally eliminated all grounds for
confusion of the Fhcjas with the Sunnis, and since,
therefore SunnT ideology could no more be employed as
ideological support for protest, ShlEa beliefs
were now employed as a reference-point in these
conflicts. Within the confines of the Shica community,
therefore, the contentions of the conforming as well
as the dissenting parties took the form of polemics
based on Ithna casheri ana Ismaili ideologies staged
against each other.
The drift towards the Ithnacasheri community on
the part of a dissatisfied minority among the Khojas
can be detected at a period as early as that of the
Imamat of HasancalTsh&h. Some years after the Fhoja
case, a few isolated individuals appear to have
seceded from the Tsmailis to join the Ithnacasheris
The first collective secession from the community
consisting of a noticeable minority appears to have
taken nlaee in 1901. ^ The seceding party is said
to have professed belief in the twelve loams of the
Ithnacasheris, and to have built an Ithnacasheri
masjid not far from the Khoja .jamatkhariai0 In 1908,
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certain members of the Aga Khan's large family who
had hitherto been maintained by him, filed a suit
against him in the Bombay High Court. They claimed
that the maintenance they received from the Aga Khan
by way of monthly allowances, property or pensions,
were theirs by right; that the tributes and offerings
made to the Aga Fhan by hie followers were meant for
the whole family and not solely for him; that,
finally, the Aga Khan was an Ithnacasheri and not an
Ismaili.
The precise nature and importance of this last
assertion by the plaintiffs is far from obvious.
However, on close examination of the general context
in which the assertion was made, it becomes clear that
this particular claim was advanced more as a means to
an end than as an end in itself. For, by seeking to
identify the Aga Khan as an Ithnacasheri, the party
of relators and plaintiffs aimed at reducing the
absolute authority and pre-eminence he enjoyed in bia
own community as an Ismaili Imam. This would give
further ground to their case that the income of the
Aga Khan ought to be shared among the family. One
may also infer that the fact that some of the relatives
of the Imams, including his mother, were Ithnacasherif
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that the Ismail is, being Shi'as, commemorated the tenth
day of 'fluharram, being the anniversary of Imam Husayn,
as well as the fact that the seceding party in 1901
had avowed themselves to be Ithnacasheria, led to a
potential state of confusion which provided an
ideological element in the dispute. However, in his
judgement in 1908, Justice Russell, who onesided over
the case, dismissed the claim as unfounded and far¬
fetched, The claim on the part of the relators and
plaintiffs that the family of the Aga Khan had the
right to a share of the income the A.ga Khan received
from his followers, was also dismissed. The Ismaili
community was once again defined as a seoarate
community with distinctive doctrines and tenets, and
one which was narked out from both the Sunni school
of Islam as well as other Shxca sects. The position
and powers of the Imam were once again given judicial
backing. For a second time, a British High Court had
helped the community at a constitutional and formal
level to achieve what it had since long been seeking
to realize at an informal level. Doubtlessly, the
event had different repercussions on these two levels.
This was also bound to lead to a dual dimension in
the collective consciousness of the Ismaili community.
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In the next chapter, we shall be concerned with
similar mechanisms of conflict and continuity, the
interplay of the formal and the informal, and the
development of a new and systematic organisation




The Quest for a New Social Identity: "Develonments
in East Africa
It was chiefly during the Imamat of the late Aga
Khan that the dual process of the evolution of a
distinctive identity of the Ismaili community in East
Africa, and of the internalization of the new image
among the members of the community took place. The
elaborate organization through which the community's
increasingly complex affairs came to be handled as the
years went by was essentially a response to the
peculiarities of the East African environment. Paced
with a situation which presented entirely new and
different problems from those which they had had to
reckon with in India, the Ismailis were forced to
reformulate their social and spiritual concerns and to
seek aporooriate ways of adjusting to the novelties of
the situation - a task for which they could only draw
inspiration from a self-image which had been
correspondingly re-moulded.
It is necessary to survey the history of the
immigration of the Khoja Ismailis to the East African
territories and their initial set-un and life-style, in
order to understand the latter develonments which
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incorporated the quest for a new social identity.
However, the student of the history of the Israailis in
East Africa is handicapped by a major limitation in the
historical material on which he has to deoend for his
research. Though travellers, explorers, diplomats and
historiographers frequently noted the existence of
Indians in East Africa and the importance of their
economic role, particularly in the nineteenth century,
very few writers seem to have been alert enough to
notice the fundamental divisions of religion or caste
among the Indian settlers. All that the historian
seeking to study the individual Indian communities in
East African can hope to do, therefore, is to draw
inferences from the hints he can gather from existing
material, and to relate these to specific data about the
particular community with which he is concerned .
The contacts of Indian traders with the East African
coast have been said to be as old as those of the Arabs."'-
Indian traders played a major role in the network of
maritime trade along the Western Coast of India, the
Persian Gulf, the Red Sea and the East African coast,
and other strategic places in the Indian Ocean from the
earliest times. Freeman-Grenville notes the reference
to the "brothers of those of India in Sind" on the East
African coast, in the chronicles of the Arab writer
p
Ibn Ra'id. Coupland thought that most of the early
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Indians in East Africa had probably been "what they still
are in East Africa - the masters of finance, the bankers,
and money changers and money lenders". On the other
hand, the Indian traders do not seem to have settled
4
oermanently on the East African coast until much later.
Vasco-da-Oama found Indians, some of whom seem to have
been ^hojas at "ozambique, Kilwa, Mombasa and Halindi.
With the supremacy of the Portuguese in the Indian
Ocean from the sixteenth century onwards, the trade with
the East African coast dwindled in importance. Indian
connections with the coast were re-established, however,
with the accession of Seyyid Said as the ruler of Muscat
in the nineteenth century. Indians had gained a foothold
in the trade at Muscat since the earliest times, and
Said, realizing the value of their commercial skill,
"used every means in his oower to allure the Banians of
Cutch, Guzerat and the Goncan to Muscat, and by absolute
toleration, special immunities, and constant patronage
7
rendered the port a half-Findoo colony." That the Khojas
formed a cart of the settlement of traders at Muscat is
O
confirmed in the judgement of the Khoja Case. At the
same time, Indians had been settling on the East African
Coast. In 1811 Captain Smee, sailing down the coast,
found "a considerable number of Banians" settled there.^
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He also found that the Indians were prone to mistreatment
by the Arab governor, and intervened on their behalf.
This established the precedent for future "British
intervention on their behalf in cases where there was
friction between them and the Arabs. "During the next
decade, Lieut. Col. Reitz, the "British governor at
Mombasa, found a number of "Banyan" settlers at that
port."1"0 In 1825, Midshipman Emery, who succeeded him,
appointed a "Banyan" collector of customs at Mombasa
and in the next year was forced once again to intervene
on behalf of the Indians who seem to have received ill-
1?
treatment at the hands of the Arab chiefs.
In 1840, Seyyid Said moved his capital permanently
to Zanzibar. He adopted a policy of actively
encouraging Indian traders by being remarkably well-
disposed towards those who had already settled there.
Thus the number of settlers rose steadily during his
reign and that of his successors. Moreover, over this
time, British interests, partly determined by the
campaign against slave trade, became stronger on the
island and later on, on the East African coast. The
Indian settlers established businesses under the
encouragement and protection accorded to them by the
British. The fact that the British Consul in Zanzibar
was appointed and paid by the Bombay government is
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itself signifcant, for it points to the close link that
existed between India and Zanzibar. To be sure, there
were occasions when the relations of the Indians with
13
the British authorities were strained. v Nevertheless
this peculiar and ambivalent relationship did not preclude
the eventual establishment of British jurisdiction over
the Indians. By Said's day, therefore, "nearly all
the business of Arab East Africa - the banking, the
financing of commercial enterprise, the wholesale and
"14
even most of the retail trade - was in Indian hands.
Apart from this, the post of Customs Collector, a post
of strategic economic and political importance, was
always held by an Indian. Small settlements of Indians
were also to be found along the coabt. By 1843 about
40 to 60 Indians had settled at KilwaIn 1844,
Captain Karaerton reckoned 500 Hindu and 600-700 Muslim
Indians in Zanzibar and other coastal ports under the
Sultan's authority. The population of the Indians
grew steadily over the next decades. By 1860 between
5000 to 6000 Indians had settled in Zanzibar Their
transactions consisted mainly in exports of ivory, cloves,
gum conal, hides, horns, copra and a variety of other
commodities of which they received consignments from the
interior, and imports of cloth, metal-ware, grain, beads,
etc. The imports were obtained mainly from India,
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America, and Germany. They also owned considerable
1R
stretches of land in Zanzibar.
A substantial number of these traders were Khojas.
The explorer Burton noted during the course of his
expedition that "the nearest approach to a shop is the
store of a Fhojah, who will buy and sell everything from
19
a bead to a bale of cloth." v Interestingly enough,
he observed that the Fhojas "practise the usual profound
Takiyyah call themselves Sunnis, or Shiahs as the
case may require, and assume Hindu as well as Moslem
20
names." He also noted that thev had not set ur> any
"4gapomenical establishments" at Zanzibar, and that they
travelled widely, several of them having oenetrated as
21
far inland as the Fake region. Similarly, Captain
Rigby, the British Consul at Zanzibar from 1858 to 1861,
noted the nresence of FhojSs and Bohras from Kutch,
Surat and Bombay. He called them "a very thrifty and
industrious people", observing at the same time that they
were well-established in trade and shopkeeping, and could
22
comoete as serious rivals of the "Banyans". He also
made the significant observation that unlike the Hindus,
the Muslims (i.e. the Fhojas and the Bohras) emigrated
25
there with a view to permanent settlement.
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Thus the trade in Zanzibar and on the coastal sorts
came to te dominated mainly by the Khojas, Bohras, and
Hindu settlers. Sir Bartle Hrere, the special envoy
sent by the vritish government in 1873 to reinforce the
treaties made with the Sultan concerning the abolition of
slave trade, wrote that throughout his journey" from
Zanzibar round by Mozambique and Madagascar and up to
Cape Guardafui we did not meet half a dozen
exceptions to the rule that every shopkeeper was an
Indian". In 1886, Col. Kitchener was surprised to
find that the British Indian subjects had "the whole of
the local trade, as well as that with the interior,
25
entirely in their hands." Meanwhile, further emigration
from India had been accelerated by hardships and
inhospitable conditions, especially in Kutch. Since
many of the Khojas came from Kutch, it is reasonable to
suppose that increasingly larger numbers would have
emigrated to East Africa owing to both the hardships
in their home areas as well as the hone of being able to
live a happier life in East Africa. In fact, many
of the Indian immigrants over this period came from
Kutch.In 1873, Sir John Kirk, the British Consul at
Zanzibar, reported that the falling demands for cotton
cloth from Kutch and the appearance on the market of
cheaper British cotton was responsible for the growing
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number of emigrants from that area. Besides this, the
increase in population, the frequent occurrence of droughts,
the fragmentation of family holdings, the shortage of
land, and the fact that India was losing her position as
a manufacturing country (partly owing to the restriction
of Indian imports by Britain as a long-terra result of her
Industrial devolution), all combined to give an added
p Q
imnetus to emigration. Thus, along with other Indians,
the Khoja settlements in Zanzibar and in coastal towns
grew in size. In 1866, the year of the Khoja Case, Kirk
reported the existence of 2558 Khojas in East Africa, as
against 588 Bohras and 474 TTindus. The Khojas thus
formed the majority of the Indian settlers.^ Similarly
James Christie, a British doctor working in Zanzibar,
noted the presence of the Irho jas on the island , who
formed "the largest section of the native mercantile
community, permanently resident on the Island . They
are natives of Cutch, the F.attiwar ports, Curat and
Bombay, but they may now be regarded as permanent
settlers on the island , most of them having been born
30
there.Besides the Khojas, he also wrote about the
Bohras and "eraons, and, interestingly enough, noted their
distinctness from each other:
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"Each of these sects ri.e. Khojas, Eohras and Memons/
forms a totally distinct community, connected only by the
necessities of trade and business, and even in such
respects they have but little to do with each other."
He also noted that they were occupied in different
trades, and "meet and worship in different olaces; they
settle their own d isoutes among themselves; they have
each their peculiar dress, and their manners and customs;
and they agree to be separate even in death, for their
31
cemetaries are far apart." Again, he noted that the
Khojas were "exclusively engaged in business, wholesale
and retail, being the nrincipal merchants and shop¬
keepers of the place." They also had "extensive
business connections with all the ports on the
32
mainland." Describing their communal life, he
observed that they met regularly for feasts in a "public
33
building"."' Moreover, they did not undertake
*ZA
proselytization. He was also struck by the cohesiveness
of the community and the spirit of mutual help:
"In no class of society, civilized or uncivilized,
Christian or Mohammedan, have I ever seen so much
kindness and genuine affection displayed towards each
other as I have constantly witnessed among the members of
the communityft0 Even "the presence of a deadly disease
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in their midst never prevented them from hurrying to the
houses of their afflicted friends.""^
Hrom this time onwards, there was a steady
emigration of Indians (including, of course, the ;rhojas)
to East Africa. Such pioneer large-scale enterprisers
as Sewa Hajee Caroo, Sir Taria Topan, and Allidina
Visram, were all Khojas. Sewa Hajee Daroo operated
mainly in what was then German Hast Africa, with shops
at various points in the interior which he supplied with
a variety of goods sent through caravans organized at
■37
his headquarters in Bagamoyo. Sir Tarya Topan, who
for some time held the important post of Customs
Collector at Zanzibar, wielded considerable influence
on the Sultan. He made use of this influence in
persuading the Sultan to take more active measures
against the slave-trade, and for this and other
instances of co-ooeration with the British, he was
knighted by the government. He also rendered active
service to members of his own community, for which he
was given the title "vazir" by the Imam.'^ Allidina
SQ
Visram, sometimes called the "uncrowned king of Uganda" 7
was a trader on the largest scale that Hast Africa ever
knew in those days. Striking out from Bagamoyo, he set
up a vast network of trading posts in the Hast African
hinterland up to the Congo Basin, so that by the first
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decade of this century he had over 30 concerns in Kast
Africa and over 500 Indian and many more African employees.
He also owned extensive land holdings and a fleet of
shins connecting various ports on Lake Victoria.^
The pattern of settlement and trade established by these
early pioneers was the one followed by later migrants.
Indian immigration received a special impetus from the
onening uo of links with the interior, which followed the
establishment of "British authority. Prom 1890
onwards, there was a sudden and almost phenomenal rise
in the importance of the interior. There was also a
corresponding decline in the former predominance of
Zanzibar. In 1886 the British and German governments
had signed a treaty whereby the sovereignty of the Sultan
had been confined to Zanzibar and neighbouring islands,
and a narrow belt along the coast. Kenya was proclaimed
a British "sphere of influence" and Tanganyika was taken
over by the Germans. In 1890/Zanzibar was declared a
British protectorate. In the same year, Uganda, was
brought into the British "sphere of influence". In
1893»the British East Africa Company handed over its
administration of Uganda to the British government.
In 1894/tbe Bast African 'rotectorate was declared . In
1905, the administrative authority over the Protectorate
was transferred from the Foreign Office to the Colonial
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Office. These developments took place simultaneously
with the increasing importance of some of the coastal
towns, which thus began to overshadow some of the former
importance of Zanzibar. In 1903, a separate British
Commissioner, apart from the one at Zanzibar,had been
appointed, with responsibility for the administration
of the East African Protectorate . His residence was
established at Mombasa. In fact, Mombasa was the most
important town on the coast, with a large Indian community.
The real and most powerful impetus to emigration,
however, was provided by the construction of the railway
to Uganda, which began in 1896. It was responsible,
in fact, for tremendous changes which altered the
landscape altogether. It also drew a massive influx of
Indian immigrants. The immigrants who came to East
Africa over this time in swelling numbers, can be divided
into four categories: (1) those who were recruited as
labourers for the railway. These were drawn mainly from
nuniab, Karachi, Sindh and the TTorth-"'estern "'rovinces
in Bombay. Many of them returned to India. A few,
however, settled permanently in East Africa. (2) those
who were recruited as soldiers. These formed troops
which the government needed in order to provide security
at the time of the construction. Most of these were
Sikhs and came also from "-"'unjab. (3) those who were
132
recruited an skilled workerD, to help the authorities
cope with the growing number of administrative tasks.
Most of this class of immigrants came from the Bombay
Presidency. (4) those who, in the wake of this
tremendous flurry, migrated in order to set up trading
concerns. These were mainly drawn from the commercial
classes in Gu.jrat, Kathiawar and Kutch. While the first
three categories of traders were recruited by the
government of India, this last group migrated on their
own accord . It is to this last category of migrants
that Khoja Ismailis belonged. Indeed, in the second
half of the nineteenth century, the economic condition of
the IChojas in India appears to have undergone a most
marked change. The more adventurous businessmen among
thera had established trading connections with Europe,
Zanzibar, Muscat, the Middle East, China and Japan.^
It was from this group, therefore, that the Khojas who
emigrated tb East Africa at the turn of the century were
drawn. The pattern of trade and settlement they
seem to have followed in East Africa was typical of the
general pattern followed by the Indian migrants on the
whole. Most of them settled initially At Zanzibar,
later they set up branches of their main concerns in
different towns on the coast. From here, they forged
ahead into the interior. With the construction of the
railway, this pattern became increasingly well-established
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and many Indians set up concerns around Lake Victoria.
When the coastal towns and other towns in the interior
began to supersede Zanzibar, many immigrant traders
settled directly at important places, such as Mombasa
and opened new firms. In this process of migration,
kinship and religious ties were important. 4s more and
more branches were opened in the interior, more personnel
were needed, and those who had already settled were
inclined to trust only their kinsmen as their associates
or agents. This was mostly due to the nature of the
economic enterprise at this stage. The shops set up by
the migrants could flourish only through personal
supervision, and there was no other way of turning to
advantage the profits which were obtained (especially
in view of the restrictions on land-purchase in Kenya,
for instance) except by opening other shops. In these
circumstances, therefore, it is natural that when more
personnel were needed in order to expand their firms, the
established traders would turn to those who were related
to them or at least those who belonged to their own caste
or sect, rather than to strangers. Thus, there came
to be established in East Africa small nuclei of caste-
communities (in the case of the Hindus) or sects (in
the case of the Muslims), on the basis of which later
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crystallization of the migrant into "communities" was
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to take place.
Meanwhile, the Aga Khan III had explicitly advised
some of his followers in India to migrate to East Africa.
As early as 1890, the Imperial British East Africa
Company had made proposals to the government of India
to the effect that Indian migrants should be encouraged
to settle on the mainland of East 4frica as
agriculturists.^ The German authorities in
45
Tanganyika had similar plans. In 1900, the Aga Khan,
during his visit to Berlin, discussed with the German
government a scheme to settle Khoja Ismaili
Ar
agriculturists in Tanganyika. A year ago, during his
visit to East Africa, the Aga Khan had faced a bitter
diecute between his community and the government in Kenya
as well as the German authorities in Tanganyika, over the
land-rights of his followers.^ On his second visit to
East Africa in 1905, the Aga I'han made a farman at
Nairobi on 6th October, in which he told his .jamais how
gratified he would be if some of the poorer members of
the faith, who were facing great hardships in Kath.iawar,
were helped to settle in Kenya as agriculturists. He
also warned his Nairobi followers, however, not to help
the prospective emigrants by way of charity when they
arrived. For, he said, they ought not be encouraged to
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be parasitic on the jamais or on the country, but helped
4 S
to make an active contribution to develooment.
Although not many KhojSs became agriculturists owing to
the subsequent policy on the part of the colonial
government in Kenya to restrict the sale of land to
Europeans, many members of the community spread out into
the different towns on the coast and in the interior as
traders, in accordance with the guidance and advice
of their Imam.
Having thus noted the important facts about the
migration of the Fhoja Ismailis to Hast Africa and the
pattern of their trade and settlement, we shall now turn
to consider how, from the nucleus of a "community" that
they had established in their new home they evolved into
a distinct group with a highly differentiated identity in
relation to other Indian migrants. As we have noted,
the pattern of the immigration and settlement of the
Israailis in East Africa was essentially the same as that
of the other Indian migrants. In this, therefore, the
Ismailis were part-and-parcel of the Indians as a whole.
On the other hand, their religion had highly characteristic
and exclusive features, and this set them aoart from the
other Indians, even if in the early stages this
differentiation was only latent and inarticulate. At
the same time, their world-view was going to be subjected
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to a critical and heightened awareness and their attitude
towards the secular order consequently altered, owing to
the leadership of the Aga Khan III. The factors which
were of causative importance in the process of social
change which narked the career of the Ismaili community
in East Africa during this period, can be broadly divided
into three categories: (1) stresses and strains within
the system, and (2) the impact of external forces
constituting the environment in which the system was
embedded. The division into these two broad categories,
in fact, is applicable in the analysis of the social
change in most societies. In the case of the Ismailis,
the stresses and strains within the system were the
result of dissent and of consequent estrangement of
conflicting elements. The external forces responsible
for changes in the organization of the system were the
product of the social environment of the community,
comprising the presence of Indians with whom the Ismailis
shared many cultural characteristics, as well as the
policies of the colonial government and the growing tide
of African nationalism in later years. Both these
categories which influenced and stimulated changes in
organization interacted in the adeut leadership of the
Imam,who to a large extent controlled and geared the
changes, and thus made them the object of a planned and
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deliberate policy. In order to realize the full
importance of this process, therefore, it is necessary to
bear in mind at the outset the career and personality
of the Imam who presided over this era of change. This
would enable one to gain a fuller understanding of the
nature of the impact he had upon his followers .
Muhammad Sultan al-Husayni, generally known as
Sultan Muhammad Shah, was born at Karachi in 1877.
He succeeded his father, Aga £Ali Shah, as Imam, when he
was as yet a minor, only eight years old. His mother,
a Persian °rinces3, was an ardent mystic. Indeed, he
himself, throughout his life, retained a view of Islam
4 8
which can best be described as mystical. Educated
in both Islamic theology and western literature and
science, he grew up in the belief that the two could
somehow be, and indeed ought to be, synthesized, to provide
Muslims with a new outlook appropriate to the changing
times. He remained on cordial terms with British imperial
policy in Tndia, and his role in Indian politics was
largely based on an acceptance of the principle of
imperial rule. Moreover, he had no independent base
from which to operate in politics. In 1937, he became
the ''resident of the League of Nations. He also
campaigned for separate representation for the Muslims
of India, was ^resident of the Muslim League in its early
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stages (1906-1912). and was closely associated with
those Muslim leaders who were later to figure orominently
in the politics of Pakistan. In 1.928, he presided over
the All-India Muslim Conference at Pelhi, which
resolved to press for separate representation for the
Muslims. Again, in 1930, he led the Muslim delegation
(whose members included Muhammadall Jinnah, Sir Muhammad
gafrullah Fhan and Sir Muhammad Shafi), to the Pound
Table Conference on the Indian Constitution. ?<?ore
important than his political role, however, was bis
attitude towards education and science. This in turn
was to have almost dramatic effects on the ideas of his
followers about their faith and its standpoint towards
the secular order. Tn 1897, when Bombay and other parts
of India were hit by Plague, he had himself innocvlated
in public so as to counteract prejudice against
innoculation on the part of the Muslin® and the Ismailis,
and to encourage them to accept modern medicine. This
incident, and many other similar events, illustrate his
enthusiasm for scientific progress - an attitude which
was going to have a far-reaching impact on the religious
views of his followers. He also campaigned vigorously
for better education for Muslims in India and elsewhere,
and was actively involved with the founding of the Muslim
TTniversity at Aligarh. Among the issues about which he
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felt strongly was what he saw as the subordinate status
and segregation of women in Muslim countries - a state of
affairs which he thought was un-Tslamic. nn the whole,
his long life of nearly eighty years saw many changes in
the oolitical, social, intellectual and other fields in
the world at large, in some of which he was actively
involved. ''e are only concerned, however, with the
impact of his personality, policies, and general views
on the religious and social life of the East African
Ismailis, and the extent to which social change among
then was the direct result of his own career. Having
noted the nore salient episodes in his life, therefore,
we shall now go on to consider in detail the process of
social change among the Tsnailis through successive
phases of their history in East Africa.
The closing years of the nineteenth century and the
beginning years of this century were for the Tsmailis in
East Africa a period of protracted struggle against
dissenters. This chase of the history of the community
was thus riddled with conflicts. The general mood was,
therefore, one of restlessness and this led to a tendency
towards a rigorous severance of ties from all those who
dissented from the majority and were thus a threat to
their social stability. The attitude of the Ismailis
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towards those who dissented from the beliefs held by the
majority of the followers was often ruthlessly intolerant;
and though the Aga Khan himself officially discouraged
it, bitter recriminations and ideological skirmishes
between the two groups continued for a long time. We
have seen how, in the events oreceding and culminating in
the Ehoja Case of 1866, the dissenters attempted to
express their grievances in a form which was designed
to weaken the ability of the community to sustain its
ideological standpoint. To this end, they asserted that
the fact that the Ismailis had been observing SunnI rites
in certain expressions of their social and religious life
raised serious doubts as to the historical authenticity
of the specific doctrines that the Ismailis claimed
their ancestors had followed since their existence as a
separate community. The Ismailis who had settled in
Zanzibar over this period were not unaffected by the
events which took place in India as a result of this dispute.
To a marked extent, they were alert to the stress th£
their parent community had to face. This was chiefly
due to the paramount oosition of the Imam in Ismaili
doctrine. The ethic of loyalty to the Imam united the
various Ismaili communities all over the world through the
absolute sovereignty of a cardinal tenet of their faith
which was the same the world over. Tegular journeys on
the part of devoted pilgrims to the residence of the Imam
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strengthened and reinforced these ties, so that the
awareness of belonging to a common faith which was shared
by others who were culturally distinct but spiritually
united was simultaneously intensified. The fact that
Ismailis from Zanzibar were included in bands of pilgrims
who visited the Imam Hasan'allshah from time to tine, was
confirmed by witnesses in the Hombay High Court suit of
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1903. Hinship ties probably formed secondary and
additional factor linking the Ismailis in Zanzibar with
the parent community. Tt is not surprising, therefore,
that Hasan'allshah's order that his followers should
renounce tagiyya and observe marriage and death
ceremonies in accordance with Shi'a rites was also
circulated in Zanzibar. 445 out of the 450 Khoja
families on the island signed a oaoer pledging
51
acceptance of the Imam's order. The outcome of the
Khoja Case in 1865 rejected the claims of the
dissenting party and accorded constitutional recognition
to the Xhojas as followers of Imani Israaili doctrines.
4fter a temporary and effective cessation of dissent,
there was fresh outbreak of opposition during the early
years of the Imamat of the Aga Khan III. The dissenters
now adopted Tthna'asheri ideas and on the basis of these,
criticized Tsmaili beliefs and practices. In other
words, Ithna'asheri doctrines were made a point of
reference against which Ismaili belief and practices
were contrasted and criticized . The predominant
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dynamics of the conflict were social; the two groups
were set against each other in share opoosition, each
grouo considering the other as an "out-group" to be
condemned. Theological noints, though recurring
frequently in the debate, were obviously of a secondary
importance, and failed to develop into a consistent
ideology. An Ismaili writer, recording the rise of
such factions, writes that in the initial phase of his
Imamat, the Aga Khan III took up as one of his oriorities
the unifications of his .1 amats and the elimination of
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dissent. "?rom this time," he goes on, "the terms
Israaili and Ithna'asheri became more prevalent. Now
and then quarrels and dissenssion used to arise between
- - - 55
these two parties in the j amatkhana» He also writes
that as the community came to be more tightly organized,
the dissenters found themselves compelled to secede.
In Hast Africa, the first signs of schism appeared in
the late 189n's and came to a head in the closing years
of the century. The British Consul-General in Zanzibar
at that time writes that he had to exnel a oreacher from
the dissenting grouo, owing to the militant nature of
CA
his propaganda. T One of the targets of attack on the
part of the group opposing the conforming majority was
the absolute authority of the Imam, whose role had been
defined - and thus strengthened - in the court judgement
of 1865. Another focus of discontent was the customary
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dues payable to the Imam. Towards the end of the century
a group of dissenters who had seceded from the community
laid claim to the jamatbhana and other communal pronerty
which they had been sharing in common with the other
Israailis. Legally, as we have seen, the communal
property of the Tsmailis was vested in the Imam's name.
The seceders' claim, however, was rejected by the court.
In 1899, the Aga Khan visited Zanzibar for the first time.
TTp to now, Ismaili leaders had been visiting the Imam
from time to time in Bombay or elsewhere. By visiting
Zanzibar, the Aga Than in a sense recognized it as a
sufficiently important and distinct community, on the
same footing as the many other Ismaili communities spread
over the world . It is also interesting to note that
during this first visit of his, tho Aga Khan visited
only Zanzibar and Bagamoyo, while his second tour of
East Africa in 1905 included a visit to Nairobi and
Mombasa in addition to Zanzibar. This reflects the
pattern of settlement for, as we have seen, by this time
the Tsmailis, in common with other Indian communities,
had already settled at important places on the mainland.
In 19°1, the breach between the two factions in the
community led to secessions on the part of the
dissatisfied individuals. During his second visit to
Zanzibar in 1905, the Aga Khan executed a oower of attorney
appointing three of his followers as official leaders of
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the community. He also supervised the compilation of
a code of laws binding on the members of the community.
Hue to these constitutional developments, the informal
mingling of dissenting members with the rest of the
followers, and the possibility of the doctrines of the
community becoming diluted and ill-defined was averted.
Thus the necessity of keeping the dissidents at bay was
in itself one of the factors which called for a tremendous
organizational change. For it was only through rigorous
organization that an institutional method of dealing with
dissent could be devised . And it was only when&uch a
method had been devised that the belief-system of the
Ismailis could be preserved intact, and their social
identity more firmly established.
From this time onv/ards, therefore, protest against
the established set-up met a more rigorous and severe
reaction from the community. The task was rendered more
pressing and difficult by the fact that many seceders
were close relatives of the protagonists of tho narent-
boay. Hence there emerged within the Ismailis a set of
strictly enforced rules which forbade marriages and social
intercourse between members of the two parties. Communal
worship and gatherings were now strictly limited to
loyal Ismailis. The eeceders were totally deorived
of their former connections and found themselves
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compelled to become Ithna'asherie. Hence the term
"Fhoja Ithna'asherie", which came to be apolied to
those Ithna'asheries who had previously been Ismailis
and had subsequently either seceded or been forced to
secede from the Ismaili community owing to their
opposition to its organization and its religious tenets.
Over the course of time, therefore, such conflicts
diminished and eventually died down. In this way,
the Ismailis successfully established themselves as a
distinct group in its own right, sharply and
unmistakably demarcated from the other Indian groups.
Thus, in 1924, the Chief Justice sitting in a High
Court of Tanganyika noted that "the Ismaili Khoja ....
had established a distinctive political and social
organization for themselves, and had never been absorbed
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in the general body of Muslims** On the other hand,
it aopears that if the Imam had been eager to eliminate
conflicts within the community he was also anxious
to ensure that his followers should not retain a
negative relationship with the seceders. He was thus
anxious to avert what might have amounted to a permanent
show-down with the Fhoja Ithna'asheris. His ideal was
that the latter should be treated with the same neutral
attitude which characterised the Ismailis' relationship
with other religious groups in Hast Africa. To this end
he made farmgns urging his followers to treat the Hhoja
146
Ithna'asheris as a separate group in their own right, and
to refrain from indulging in any active animosity or even
directing hostile remarks at them. It was this attitude
which finally came to be embodied in the various
constitutions that were formulated with a view to
maintaining disc inline and uniformity in the East African
Tsmaili communities. For example, the constitution
issued in 1946 laid down the following injunctions
regarding the manner in which members of the Tsmaili
community were required to treat seceders :
"When a person gives up the Ismaili faith and acquires
another, he shall be treated by the lemailia community
in the same manner as the other members of the faith
which he adopts.
Such a person shall in no way be entitled to the use of
the Jamatkhana, burial ground or other privileges hitherto
enjoyed while such person was a member of the Ismaili faith."
"lib seceder shall be eligible nor allowed admission into
any of the Tsmaili institutions or Jamatkhana. Seceders
may be invited in any functions where members of other
communities are invited but not in Jamatkhana."
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"No one shall participate in social and educational
matters wherein only seceders are connected .
Jarticination is permitted if there are members of other
communities in such institutions or societies at large.*
"No one shal"1 particinate in any religious ceremonies
with seceders nor invite such persons on such occasions.
But on all other occasions including funerals seceders
will be treated as members of other faiths or communities."
If this is not the attitude one finds in the early phase
of the community's history in Bast Africa, when conflict
was rife, the reason is that it was onljr when the identity
of the community had been firmly established that the
secure basis which was necessary for an attitude of
neutrality to flourish was attained . The policy which
emerged eventually* and which was unrelenting towards
internal dissent but indifferent towards those who had
crossed over into other faiths, was expressed by the Aga
Khan as follows:
"Our religion is our religion, you either believe in
it or you do not. You can leave a faith but you cannot,
if you do not accent its tenets, remain within it and
claim to 'reform' it. You can abandon those tenets, but
you cannot try to change them and still protest that you
belong to the particular sect that holds them
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There has never been any question of changing the
Ismaili faith, that faith has remained the same and must
remain the same. Those who have not believed in it have
rightly left it; we bear them no ill-will and respect
5<)
them for their sincerity."
Thus, beginning from a stage when the struggle
against dissenting factions among themselves had been
one of the central preoccupations of the Ismailis, the
community came not only to be organized as a more
homogenous group with well-defined beliefs which were
binding upon the members, but also to establish soecific
mechanisms for discipling those who deviated from these
norms. Their distinctiveness as a religious community
came to be increasingly recognized by other communities
and by the British a\ithorities. In later years, the
remarkably elaborate organization that they established
as a practical embodiment of their separate identity
had the effect of leaving no doubt as to their being a
highly distinctive group with specific doctrines, and this
fact, from then on, was taken for granted. The role of
the early conflicts in this movement towards the ultimate
realization of the exclusiveness of their identity on the
cart of the Ismailis can be understood more clearly in the
light of some relevant pronositions from the sociology of
conflict-situations.
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lewis A. Ooser made an apt and theoretically most
useful distinction when he pointed out the difference
between cohflicts "over the basis of consensus on one
hand" and those that took place "within the basic consensus"
on the other?0 In the former case, there was room for
reconciliation; in the latter, nothing short of radical
cleavage could be expected. The former tyoe of conflict
led to the re-establishment of equilibrium when
reconciliation took place, while the latter served as a
threat to this very equilibrium. In this second type
of situation, therefore, the contending parties were
compelled to sever themselves from each other in order
to survive:
"In so far as conflict is the resolution of tension
between antagonists it has stabilizing functions and
becomes an integrating comnonent of the relationship.
However, not all conflicts are positively functional
for the relationship, but only those which concern goals,
values, or interests that do not contradict the basic
S7 *J
assumptions upon which the relation is founded."
It is obvious that the conflict between the conforming
and protesting Ismaili groups that we have been
considering so far involved a fundamental disagreement
over the "basic assumotions" upon which the criteria of
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membership of the Ismaili conmunity were based. Thus,
the contending parties in this case were antagonists who
had pitched their camps on separate grounds altogether.
To the opposing minority, the basic principles which
constituted the doctrinal system of the community were
unacceptable. To the rest of the community, this
challenge on the nart of the dissenters was tantamount
to a negation of their own existence as a community
with a distinct and specific interpretation of Islam.
There was no alternative for thei^ in the light of their
interpretation of the situation to stopping the social
traffic between their own community and the Ithna'asheri
sect, v/hich to them was a totally different community
owing to the fundamental divergence of view3 about the
Imamat. For in their view a situation which permitted
the dissenters to communicate and retain contacts with
both these communities was a threat to their own
identity. Fence the formal closure of gates that the
conforming party carried out through constitutional action
and through an overhaul of their own internal organization.
The peculiar intensity of the conflict lay in the fact
that the dissenters were so closely in contact, owing to
kinship ties, with the rest of the members of the
community. ?or again,as Coser pointed out, "a conflict
is more passionate and more radical when it arises out of
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close relationships. The co-existence of union and
opposition in such relations makes for the peculiar
fi ?
sharpness of the conflict." Hence, once the seceders
crossed over into the rival Khoja Ithna'asheri community,
the arena of the conflict shifted. It was now an external
conflict for each of the rival parties, rather than an
internal one for the Ismailis. The effects of this
conflict with Ithna'asheri seceders on the attitude of
the Ismaili community, were to be seen in their
successful mobilization of resources towards a more
vehement assertion of their own identity and separateness
from the other groups. Thus the conflict-situation was
to a certain extent responsible for the eventual
emergence of the Ismailis as a highly corporate group.
For, as Coser observed, "Conflict serves to establish
and maintain the identity and boundary lines of society
and groups. Conflict with other groups contributed to
the establishment and reaffirmation of the identity of the
group and maintains its boundaries against the surrounding
social world." ' Indeed, the role of conflict in the
determination of such "boundary lines" is ;judged to be
decisive:
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"It seems to be generally accepted by sociologists that
the distinction between 'ourselves, the we-group or
in-group, and everybody else, or the others-groups,
f\ A
out-groups' .... is established in and through conflict.'1
"Furthermore, the effect of such conflict is to lead to
"the mobilization of the energies of group members and
hence to increased cohesion of the group." J
It would not be untrue to say, therefore, that in
the early chase of the history of the Ismailis, the
conflict with minority protest-groups within themselves
was one of the factors, and perhaps one of the most
potent ones, in creating in the leaders of the community
a most pressing urge to overhaul the organization of the
community, so that it could be more securely protected
from the oossibility of disruption through the existence
of factions within it. In this sense, the dissenssion
within the community can be regarded as "growing pains"
during what can be considered as the adolescent phase in
the history of its social organization.
On the other hand, however, it would be a distortion
to assert that the conflicts with which the Ismailis had
to cono at this stage was the sole or even the most
important factor in the creation of a new and more
distinctive social identity. After all, the Khoja
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Ithna'asheri were only one community in the social
environment of the Ismailis. The social transactions
of the Ismailis were spread over a network of other
Indian communities. In similarity to their dealings
with the seceders, the Ismailis also asserted the
distinctiveness of their identity vis-a-vis the other
Indian communities, as we shall see below. There was,
however, a fundamental difference between the relations
of the Ismailis with the Khoja Ithna'asheri on one hand
and the other Indian communities on the other. In the
case of the latter, the dominant element in the relationship
was not antinathy but a striving to be different. There
were no instances demonstrating any animosity on the
part of the Ismailis towards the other Indian groups.
In this respect, the Ithna'asherie formed more of an
"out-group" in the sense in which the term is sometimes
employed in sociology. Unlike them, the other
Indian communities were no more than "others" and the
Ismailis attitude towards them was characterized as much
by neutral indifference as it was by the consciousness of
their being different. On the whole, the multiplex nature
of the social environment of the Ismailis renders
impossible any straightforward analysis of the organizat¬
ional changes in East Africa. Therefore the stimulus
for the drive towards a corporate structure which had the
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effect of setting the community apart from others, cannot
be located only in the conflicts with the seceders. Part
of the reason ha3 to be sought elsewhere. It has to
be remembered, in this connection, that the unique
importance of the function of the Inamat in the belief
system of the community was in itself a feature
sufficiently striking and characteristic to set the
Ismailis apart from the other communities around them.
Indeed, the importance of this feature as a source of
the distinctiveness of the Ismailis cannot be over¬
emphasized . Pven the resilience with which the
community was able to withstand the attack from the
protest-group and to draw upon its own resources in order
to devise a new organization in the service of
maintaining those very principles which had been at
stake, owed itself to the centralizing force of the
Imamat. In the ultimate analysis much of the
remarkable tenacity which the Ismailis displayed in the
face of adversity was due to their ideational system,
of which the Imamat was the moat vital component. The
fact that the Imam was a living person, and that he had
an added persohal charisma reinforced this support
provided by the ideation of the community. Without
this tenacity of purpose, the outcome of the conflicts
would necessarily have been different, for, to quote
Coser once again, "Social systems lacking social
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solidarity are likely to disintegrate in the face of
outside conflict."^ The role of the Imamat in
promoting the social solidarity of the Iftnaills, however,
is not the concern of the present chapter, and will be
discussed at a later stage. For the moment, we shall go
on to examine the relationship of the Ismailis to other
Indian groups in East Africa and the place of this
relationship in the history of the community's quest
for a distinctive social identity.
Up to now we have been concentrating on the dynamics
of conflict within the Ismaili community in East Africa,
a process over the course of which internal dissension
within the society nosed a serious threat to its very
identity. Consequently, internal fragraentation was
successfully prevented and the threat of disruption
overcome through changes in the organization of the
society. However, this phase of the community's
struggle for a new identity consisted of a social process
that was primarily internal. We now turn our attention
to examine that aspect of the drive towards a
redistribution of organizational resources within the
community which was derived from the pressure of the
external milieu. Indeed, as we have seen, in any
society the factors leading to social change can be
broadly divided into those which act from within the
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system and those which represent the influence of external
factors. The social environment of the Ismailis in
East Africa comprised diverse elements. The most
immediately relevant part of the social milieu, however,
was composed of the various Indian groups, both Hindu
and Muslim (notwithstanding the Goans, and the Harsis
who were Zoroastrians), who had settled in the four
territories alongside the Ismailis. The general pattern
of settlement and the nature of the problems that all
theoe communities had to confront were remarkably similar.
Naturally on finding themselves in a country where the
social and economic conditions were so markedly different
from those that orevailed in India, these communities
were compelled to make certain chanres in their
traditional organization which they had inherited from
India, in order to adaot themselves to the new conditions.
It was only by a revision of certain important aspects
of their social organization in India that they could
exoect to derive the utmost benefit out of the resources
that their new home offered them. In the course of this
readjustment, the relationship of each of these
communities to the other turned out to be at least as
important as their respective relationships to the
European and African sections of the population. In
the course of this process, the Ismailis emerged as a
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highly corporate group, having effected important changes
in their organization and a consequent adjustment to
East African conditions. To the extent that they moved
in this direction, however, they also ruled out any
possibility of associating with the other Indian
communities in any significant manner beyond that which
was absolutely necessary. The erection of a well-
defined organizational mechanixm aimed at oreserving the
boundary-lines of the community was not entirely an
innovation. It was a mere realization, on the concrete
plane, of what had always been on the ideational plane
a highly distinctive set of beliefs.
In order to understand the situation which made it
necessary for the Indian migrants in East Africa to make
alterations in their traditional system of organization,
it is important to understand first the system of
stratification within which the Hindu and Muslim
communities were classified in India. In important
ooint to be borne in mind here is that in India
stratification by caste is all-embracing, particularly
for the Hindus, and causes virtually every group in the
country to be ranked in the caste-hierarchy - a system
of ranking that holds unquestionable validity in the eyes
of the traditional Hindus. The word "caste" is used in
English to cover several types of groupings. It is most
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commonly used, however, as equivalent to the term iati,
which simply denotes the various social groups within
6fi
the general four-fold division of Hindu society.
The members of one particular iati. however, night at the
same time belong to different local hierarchies in
different districts. They nevertheless belong to the
same wider ,jati or - to use the term suggested by
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H.5. Morris - "caste - category". In East Africa
Hindus coming from different districts in 1ndia but
belonging to the same wider jati or "caste-category",
associated with each other to form a single community.
It is in this way that various Hindu "communities"
emerged in East Africa. ^or it was impossible for
them to transplant the caste-system in Tndia to the
entirely different social milieu of East Africa. ~*or
one thing, the migrants to Cast Africa did not all come
from one district, and each district in India had its own
local stratification, and since the inhabitants of one
particular district were not necessarily familiar with
the hierarchy in another district, it was impossible for
the hierarchy of any one particular district to be
reproduced in East Africa. Moreover, members of certain
sub-castes were entirely lacking among the migrants.
Again there was a division of labour corresponding to the
hierarchy constituting the traditional system of
stratification in India. The general result of this
15 9
occupational differentiation of various caste-groups
in the society was to make them comolementary to each
other rather than competitive among themselves. In
contrast, in East \frica, it was clearly not feasible
to reproduce these occupational divisions. The different
communities that emerged on the basis of the new
associations were, in fact, competitive towards one
another in their economic pursuits. Above all, the
laws and requirements of the British administration
in the "iast African territories made strict observation
of the caste-system impossible. It is for these
reasons that social groupings or "communities" emerged
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among the Hindus in East Africa.
The Muslim groups in India represented by migrants
in East Africa were also, in general, closely fitted to
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the caste-scheme . They, too, organized themselves
as "communities" in East Africa, the divisions in their
case corresponding to the various sects of Tslam to which
they belonged, especially in the case of the Shi'as.
The Sunnis were too few to organize themselves as
corporately as the Shi'a sects. In any case, the
aversion of Muslims to caste or sectarian divisions made
them well-di3posed towards the use of the term
"communities" to denote the various divisions among them
75
that were represented in East Africa. J
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Thus there arose, in the East African territories,
a number of separate Hindu and Muslim "communities",
producing on the whole a picture different from that
in India. 'hile the Hindu "communities" in East Africa
drew unon members belonging to common .jati. or
caste-categories, the divisions among the Muslims
corresponded with sectarian differences. The Isnailis
were by no means an exception to this general trend of
organization. They too had a distinctive identity based
upon their religious doctrines . The elements derived from
their Hindu origin had been progressively eliminated over
the centuries, so that their historical relationship to
Tslan had begun to be markedly reinforced . The Khoja
Case and its outcome had firmly stamped upon the
community a renewed sense of identity, and one which was
constitutionally recognized. Above all, the unique
position of the Imamat in their system had been
responsible for a remarkable tenacity and a determination
to organize themselves on the basis of their cardinal
principles. Cwing to these reasons, from the time of
their very first existence in East Africa, the Ismailis
had within them the nucleus of a separate organization.
They were not, however, so conspicuously well-organized,
exclusive and orosoerous as they came to be later. The
role of the internal dissenssion and subsequent secessions
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in the emergence of such an organization has already
been examined. The neculiar situation in East Africa
where a number of communities from India existed alongside
each other and were involved in common economic pursuits,
and shared common languages and essentially a common style
of life, together with the attitude of the British
Colonial administration to these communities were
additional factors involved in the decision by the
Ismailis to organize themselves in the way they did. It
is this factor and the manner in which it influenced the
Ismailis in taking far-reaching and strategic decisions to
organize themselves on systematic lines, that we shall
now proceed to examine.
For the ournose of analysis, one can distinguish
three factors that were jointly responsible for the kind of
ofganization that emerged among the Ismailis during the
first half of this century. The importance of each of
these factors was qualitatively different. The potential
realization of institutionalized separateness was
inherent in the ideational system of the Ismailis, as we
have seen before. A concrete test of this distinctive
identity was orovided by the nosition of the Indian
communities in East Africa vis-a-vis one another. It was
not, however, until the Colonial government, through its
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policies, posed an indirect threat in the way of the
Ismailis' quest for a distinctive social identity - a
quest they had taken up so ardently after the
difficulties at the turn of the century - that they received
a real incentive to realize in actuality their self-image
as a grouo based on a specific set of docttines. As for
the first factor, the "built-in" distinctiveness on the
ideational plane, we shall consider it in detail only
in the next chapter. The second factor is worth
noting here. We have already seen that the Indian
communities in East Africa shared many cultural traits in
common. Nevertheless, they were not anywhere near being
fully integrated. In spite of common cultural
characteristics, therefore, they maintained their own
separate identities. Eence, existing alongside a certain
measure of cultural uniformity, was an economic rivalry and
a sense of being different ^rom one another. It is
significant to note that the Ismailis formed the majority
of the Indian Muslims in East Africa. f Thus, though,
they were no more than & fraction of the Indian
population as a whole, their numbers were not negligible,
and it would not be entirely wrong to imagine that this
factor gave them an added self-confidence and an
increased incentive in the process of realizing their
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already seoarate identity in a more concrete form.
Another important point that should be noted in this
connection is that the majority of the Indian
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pooulation lived in urban areas. In many quarters
of the various towns in East Africa members of the
different communities were likely to be found living
close to one another. Though it may sound paradoxical,
the familiarity resulting from this situation was
likely to lead to an intensified feeling of being
different from one another. The Ismailis. to be sure,
were not alone in maintaining themselves as a seoarate
community. As has been noted above, the Uindus were
organized into seoarate communities on the basis of
"caste-categories". The Muslims were similarly
demarcated from each other on the basis of their sectarian
allegiance. Thus the various Indian groups existed
alongside one another with a characteristic ambivalence in
their attitudes. That they shared a great many
cultural features in common was a self-evident fact.
That there was an undercurrent of tension between them
which sometimes took the form of more overt antagonism,
was of no lesser significance. The following massage in
a letter written by the district Commissioner in Uganda
brings out most vividly the hostility between the various
groups that erupted from time to time:
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"'-Vhenever possible, sites for mosques should be
given some little way from the main bazaar, otherwise there
is always the likelihood of trouble between the Hindoos
and the Indian i-ohammadans. I have vivid recollections
of a quarrel which arose every year at Mbale during the
•Moharrura' (Shia festival commemorating the death of
^Ali /~Sic 7 ). The Hohammadans claimed that the action
of the Hindoos in playing gramophones was intended to be
an insult, and the resultant court cases were a hardy
annual to which the D.O • could look forward to every year.^
Such incidents, however, were not so common as to
lead to active or violent strife between the various
communities. The factors discussed above can be
considered as secondary factors which accelerated the
emergence of the Indian communities. On their own, they
were not in any way so crucial as to have served as the
main stimulus to the crystallization of the various
Indian groups into recognizable communities. The
essential sour to the process was provided by the policies
of the Colonial government. The reaction of the
Ismailis to these policies was most distinctive and in some
ways almost dramatic. The reason why the Israailis
responded to the circumstances that were pressing them in
such a marked fashion will not be discussed until in a
later chanter. Here we shall confine ourselves only to
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the essential facts about the relevant asoects of the
colonial policy towards the Asians, and the reaction of
the Ismailis to what to them must have appeared as an
"intrusion" into an area which was theirs by moral right.
One of the important asnects of colonial policy
which in fact was highly unrealistic, was the tendency
on the part of the administration to treat the Indian
population in Uganda as if they formed a single,
homogenous "community". The most important reason for
this, of course, was the fact that the Colonial
administration lacked in sight into the complexities of
the social organization of the Indians. A more practical
reason was that the government authorities found it too
laborbus to have to deal with each of the communities
separately in administrative matters:
"?or a busy administrative officer, it was convenient to
consider the Indians in his district to be a united group
of people who lived and traded in gazetted townships. If
they approached him through a local Indian Association
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representing all Indians, his work was made easier...."
Indeed in most oases, for purposes of political expediency
the inhabitants of the various countries were divided
into simoly three categories, "Eurooean", "Asian" (which
included the Indian as well as the Arab communities) and
"African". Census renorts usually quoted simnly the
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number of "Asians" resident in each of the four countries
respectively. Their political representation in the
Legislative Councils was usually sooken or as "Asian"
representation. In some cases, a distinction was drawn
between the Hindus and the Muslims, but further sub¬
divisions were seldom treated with the seriousness
that they called for. The knowledge of the officials in
this natter was limited, and they never seem to have Paid
due attention to the fundamental differences between the
various Indian communities.
The failure on the part of the Colonial administration
to realize the magnitude of the differences between the
various Indian communities was reflected in a number of
policy decisions. It was these decisions that made the
communities apprehensive about their social identity.
Since the Temaili community was already the most organized
of all, and since its consciousness of its own distinct
identity, on account of its religious doctrines, was
most pronounced, and since, again, the prestige and
influence of the Aga Khan with the British government put
him into a very strong bargaining position, the Ismailis
were naturally the first to protest, and showed the most
determined resistance. The pattern of events was largely
similar in all the four territories of East Africa and the
reaction on the part of the Ismailis exactly parallel.
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One particular issue at stake was the question of
communal burial-grounds, which turned out to be a very-
sore issue and the source of marked friction and
bitterness. One instance of protracted conflict of this
nature took place in Zanzibar. During his visit to the
island in 1899» the Aga Khan had himself helped to bring
about an agreement between his followers and the
Zanzibar authorities, regarding the ownership of a piece
of land used by the Khojas as their burial-ground•
In 1912, however, the Ismailis indignantly reported that
the government had let part of the ground to members of
other communities for building, stalls and fan-fare
structures and they therefore complained to the Aga Khan.
The latter in turn wrote to the Viceroy of India,
lamenting that "a coTdress entirely due to mis chief-making
and false charges of impoverishing the country brought by
other Indians who are in government employ in East Africa
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should exist." The situation was considered to be
potentially volatile and it led to a lengthy, three-cornered
corresoondence between the Aga Khan, the Viceroy, and the
Imperial Government in London. This incident brings
to light three important facts. Firstly, it serves to
demonstrate that a general atmosphere of tension existed
in ast "frica between the British authorities and the
Indian communities on one hand, and between the Ismailis
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and the other Indian communities on the other. Secondly
it ooints to a clear determination on the oart of the
Ismailis to maintain their own exclusive identity.
Thirdly, it throws light, interestingly enough, on the
weight and nrestige of the Aga Than among high circles
in the Imoerial government. It was the Aga Khan's
influence and the feeling on the part of the British
authorities that in view of imperial interests it was
necessary to maintain cordial relations with the Aga Khan
owing to the weight of his oolitical activities, which
enabled the ]smailis to get their own way. As a
government-agent in Zanzibar noted, with an undercurrent
of bitterness, in his letter to Sir Edward Grey, top
circles in the home-government had been drawn into the
aisoute over the head of the Consul-General, while the
latter and the island authorities had been treated as
inconsequential juniors: "Here were such high
personages as the Aga Khan, the Viceroy of India, the
Secretary of State for India and the Secretary of State
for Foreign Affairs all put to trouble .The ■
outcome of this rowwasthat the Zanzibar authorities, under
pressure from the Aga Khan and the Indian Government as
well as the Foreign Office, were forced to give in to the
demand of the Ismailis. A renewed outbreak of friction
in 1923 led to the Aga Khan taking up the case once again
on behalf of his community on the island, and in 1925 the
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matter was finally settled to the satisfaction of the
Ismailis. A similar pattern of events also arose in the
other carts of East Africa. In Uganda, for exanple, the
government's suggestion in 1925 that a common niece of land
be alloted to all Muslims in Kampala for burial of their
dead drew an immediate protest from the Ismailis, who
reminded the administration of their separate identity,
and of the fact that the judgement of the "Bombay High
Court Case in 1866 had established that the Aga Khan was
the sole legal owner of all communal lands. '(ere, again,
the administration had eventually to give way, and the
RO
principle of separate cemeteries was established.'
A similar proposal on the part of the authorities in
connection with sites for building mosques led to
opposition on the same lines, and again the government
had to give way to demands for separate recognition on
the cart of each of the Indian communities.
Another matter which provoked strong feelings of a
similar kind was education. The Indians in all the
East African territories had always felt strongly about
the Colonial governments' neglect of the education of
their children. In fact, education jii East Africa in the
early days of its development had been left entirely to
the initiative of the missionaries. Naturally, the
missionaries were little concerned about the Indians and
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instead confined their work to the Africans. As a
result, Indian education on the whole failed to receive
attention on anything like the scale the Indians felt it
deserved, and the building of schools was therefore left
to the initiative of the various Indian communities. The
early Indian schools were thus run on a basis of self-help
and through the nhilanthrony of individual Indian merchants.
As the population, grew, however, the task of running
such schools became increasingly difficult, and the East
African governments began to realize the Pressing need for
the Indians to be helped in maintaining adequate
educational facilities for their children. The
government's recognition of its duty towards Indian
education in East Africa was particularly marked in the
192^'s, when they declared themselves willing to sponsor
schools for the Indian community as a whole, and also
promised grants-in-aid. As a first step in this process,
and with a view to obtaining suggestions from the Indian
leaders regarding this proposal, advisory committees
consisting of government officials and Indian nominees
were set up in all the East African territories.
The Ismailis, however, immediately made it clear that they
did not consider themselves bound by the policies of such
committees, especially in view of Proposals for
common schools for all Indians. To them, the idea of
171
sending their children to mixed schools was wholly
unacceptable. The1'- had so far sought successfully to
retain their separate identity, which, however, they felt
wan threatened by this nolicy. ""ne of the matters about
which they felt strongly was religious education, which
they thought was essential if true understanding of their
historical doctrines was to be transmitted to their new
generation. As the Aga Khan had explained in a letter
to Jir Janes Euboulay; there were "real and his tor ical
causes that make my peoole in Africa insist on
'separatism'. They will not want any grant for their
schools from Government, but they will not go to mixed
R1
schools either." Moreover, the Aga Khan, in
accordance with his policy of modernizing the social and
economic life of his followers, was ardently trying to
impress uoon them a new outlook towards the secular oider
in order to enable them to ad just.themselves to their
new encironment. Education, they felt, was supremely
essential in this task, and the Ismailis were afraid that
the standards and quality of educationiii mixed Indian
schools would fall short of the ideal they were aiming
for. They therefore insisted that the authorities ought
to recognize and give aid to their own separate schools.
Eventually, the authorities had to give way, and the
Ismailis developed a number of schools of their own in all
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the important centres in East Africa where their
communities were to be found. Several observers noted
that these schools successfully maintained impressive and
8?
commendable standards.
Finally, we need to discuss another important policy
move on the mart of the Colonial administration in
onaosition to which the Israailis develooed an additional
incentive for undertaking imaortant organizational
changes. In 1924 in order to facilitate negotiations
concerning communal and religious orouerty, the
administration in Uganda asked the Hindus and the Muslims
in the country to consider establishing a central trust
for each religion, wherein all the oroperty of the various
communities could be vested. For they felt that prolifer -
ation of religious and charitable organizations was
undesirable. To the Ismailis, this move was tantamount
to a modification of the absolute authority of their Imam,
in whose name all communal property was vested by law,
and whose supreme rower over the affairs of the community
had been recornized by the court-suits in Uombay.
They therefore opnosed the suggestion most vehemently,
and oointed out that in no circumstances could the
absolute jurisdiction of the Imam over communal property
and over the social and economic affairs of the community
be compromised. The attempt on the part of the
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administration to set up a common religious trust thus
proved abortive. ?he Ismail is had, in all these issues,
successfully surmounted the threats to their sense of
social identity, which, as the years went by, became
increasingly secure and consolidated. 'What is more, in
their efforts to withstand attempts to assimilate them
into a larger, vague, and all-inclusive Indian group, and
in order to be able to deal with the British administration
in matters affecting the status of the community, they
developed a highly elaborate bureaucratic organization,
which could meet and negotiate with the Colonial
administration in its own style. On their cart, the
various governments were duly satisfied with this
arrangement, which meant greater facility and less waste
of time in their dealings with this rapidly expanding and
orosperous community.
In this way over the course of the following decades,
the Ismailis were able to develoo a highly systematic
organization which was better adapted to the last African
social environment. In doing so, however, they had to
detach themselves from the other Indian communities.
None of the other Indian grouos achieved the same
elaborate degree of organization, but the nrecedent set by
the Ismailis made the inherent distinctions between the
various communities more conspicuous. In the early
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years of their settlement in East Africa, the fact that
their numbers were few discouraged the Indian communities
from wanting to organize themselves on separate lines.
However, the Israailis were conscious of their
distinctive identity from the very first, and when the
colonial policies discussed above posed a threat to this
vital sense of identity, the ideal of self-sufficiency
that had hitherto been confined to their doctrinal frame¬
work was now translated into a reality through an
effective organization. The network of councils
developed by them over the course of years, linking
the various Ismaili groups scattered throughout East
Africa, created in these groups an awareness of
belonging to one single community, and the tenacity
that this fostered was an additional factor disengaging
them from the other Indians. Eventually, the British
authorities were forced to come to terms with the fact
that a united Indian community was no more than what
QA
H.S. Morris calls a "polite fiction". Nevertheless,
it should be noted that while the Ismailis through their
own internal organization and distinctive religious
beliefs and nractices came to be detached from the
other Indian groups, they did not entirely sever their
ties with them. Indeed, in some important respects,
the Indian community continued to function as a whole.
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Certain conjoint bodies such as the Chambers of Commerce
and other associations continued to function in the
various territories. The membership of various
advisory boards also comprised representatives from the
different communities. The Ismailis continued to
associate themselves with these bodies. however, only a
few leaders served on these bodies in individual capacities
on account of their orestige and experience, and the
community as a whole was not involved . To a large extent,
of course, the situation was inevitable, for the unique
nature of their religious doctrines was a cause rather
than a result of their separation from the other Indians.
As a matter of fact, the question of having to renounce
their own doctrines in order to assimilate themselves to
a larger Indian community never really arose, for the
situation was far more complex. For one thing, the
essential uniqueness of the Ismaili beliefs had been a
distinguishing mark of the community from the very
beginning. '"hat is even more important to remember,
however, is that there was no question of assimilation
into a larger Indian community simply because the complex
diversity of the Indian groups in East Africa ruled out
the possibility of sucb a community materializing in the
first place.
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It now remains for us in the light of the foregoing
discussion, to summarize the sociological status of the
Istnailis in the East African situation. H.S. Morris has
interpreted the situation from a most interesting angle
through the use of the concent of "Plural Society",
which enables the social relationships between the various
ethnic groups in East Africa to be understood from a
specific theoretical view-point. The concept "Plural
Societj1"" was first used by J.S. Fumivall when Vie noted
the existence of societies in which various sections
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"live side by side and mix, but do not combine". ' The
"Plural Society" is thus a model against which multi-racial
and multi-cultural societies may be analysed from a
specific sociological view-ooint. According to Morris,
the T'ast African people could be considered as a "plural
Society" of which the Indians former' one section. Vithin
the Indian community, furthermore, he considered the
Ismailis as what he calls a "pace-making group.
According to him, the Ismailis not only succeeded in
establishing a separate and distinctive identity vis-a-
vis the other Indians, but also, by their example,
encouraged tVie other Indian communities to attempt to
do the sane. Speaking about the attitude of the other
Indian communities to the organizational changes under¬
taken by the Ismailis under the leadership of the Aga
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Khan, Morris notes that "the other Indians in East Africa
have watched this development guided by the wisdom and
experience of a very great man indeed, with a mixture of
envy and horror; and the Hindus and other Muslims alike
have attempted, for the most part unsuccessfully, to copy
the organization in their own caste and sectarian
communities
We shall now briefly consider the political attitudes
of the Ismailis in East Africa, to complete this picture
of their relationship towards the different groups
constituting their social environment in the period under
consideration. The history of the colonial government
in East Africa, especially in Kenya, was marked by
frequent conflicts between the Indian population and the
British administration. These conflicts reflected a
deep and underlying state of tension which in Kenya was
mainly the result of government policies of restricting
the sale of land-holdings to non-European claimants.
The extreme fertility of the highlands in Kenya, which
later came to be known as the "White Highlands" was
responsible for discriminatory measures from which
Tanganyika and Uganda went free, though in the latter
countries occasional dissatisfaction with measures that
affected the Indian population adversely was by no means
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unheard of. It was not, however, until the years
following the ?irot 'orld Walrthat, in Kenya at least,
measures which were officially aooroved and which drasti¬
cally restricted the rights of Indians to buy and own land
came into being. This led to vehement protests from
Indian leaders and to a general state of increased tension.
As for the Ismailis, there is a certain sense in
which one cannot Justifiably sneak of their over-all
attitude to these oolitical developments. mo ask what
was the oolitical ohilosophy of the Ismail! community as
a collective whole would be asking the wrong question.
In fact, none of the various Indian communities in East
Africa could be said to have oarticinated in national
politics as a collective whole. No doubt, several
leaders who held positions of orestige within their own
respective communities were most active and vociferous
figures in the oolitical scene of the Colonial days, but
they spoke and acted only in their individual capcaities.
At the most, they turned for a substantial mart of their
support to members of their own communities. Moreover,
the active help and service such leaders devoted to their
own community reflected their concern for their own
fellow members. While in one sense therefore they could
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be said to represent their community, they were certainly
anything but the collective voice of the community
personified. The fact that several Ismaili leaders were
included in the category of the Indian leaders who played
an active part in protesting against measures affecting
the Indian community adversely, and that their role did
not in any v/ay embody the role of their community in any
organized or determined manner, is thus a matter of no
particular surprise. It is also important to rote that
the A.ga Khan himself was most actively involved in
international politics. He was closely associated with
the government of India, and several times acted as the
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spokesman of ""uslim demands for separate reo resent a tion.
v7hile on one hand he took for granted the orinciple of
imperial government in India, he was also an influential
spokesman for Indian grievances. In Hast Africa, too,
the Indians turned to him on occasions when they thought
that his standing with the British Authorities and his
important position in international politics might add
valuable weight to their campaign against discriminatory
policies regarding land, immigration, etc. Thus in 1905,
the Indians in Kenya approached him with the request that
he use his influence to persuade the British government to
allocate upland farms for Indian settlement. His advice
to those who sought his opinion over the Kenya dispute was
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that they should make their demands known in a "moderate"
and constitutional manner. In fact, he conceived of his
own political, standpoint as one of "moderation". Thus
in 1903, when the Trenya disnute was at its height, he sent
a tele.-ram to the Indian community advising them to refrain
from doing "anything illegal or unconstitutional".^
And yet what is most significant is that the Aga Khan's
political career did not reflect the organized viewpoint
of his community as a whole. In itself, this is not so
surprising as it may appear on first sight. For one of
the apnarently naradoxical features of the Ismaili
belief in the Imamat is that while it is incunbant upon
them to obey their Imam, his own activities are not
strictly relevant to them. notwithstanding the risk of
over-simplification, this asnect of the Israaili's attitude
towards the Imam nay be stated thus : for the Ismailis,
the Imam is a guide rather than an exemplar. despite
this, however, it is highly surprising that such an
organized community, in which almost all the needs of the
members were catered for, did not adopt any definite or
collective political standpoint on the whole . As we have
already seen, the Ismailis were not an exception in the
political scene of those days in this resoect. Ironically
enough, if there was any asnect of life in which the
Indians in last Africa did not pursue an approach
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reflecting their crystallization into separate communities
(though this does not automatically imnly the existence of
a unified community^ it was nolitics . The noint of
surprise, therefore, is not why the Tsmailis were unlike
other communities in this resoect, but why they were
like them. For indeed it would be no matter for surprise
if the course the Ismaili community took in this resnect
was unlike that adooted by the others. On the contrary,
for a oeoole who were so used to thinking and acting as a
collective whole, one would expect a determined and
definite oolitica}. programme. The solution to this
apparent paradox lies, at least in part, in recognizing
that it was because the Ismail is were so politically
organized that they eould afford to ignore the oolitics
of the country in which they lived . In saying that the
Ismaili community was "politically organized", of course,
we are using the term "political" in the widest nossible
sense. Tt would be heloful here to note Schapera's
definition of the oolitical organization of a society as
"that asneot of the total organisation which is concerned
with the establishment and maintenance of internal
co-oneration and external independence."^ If this
definition i3 adapted for our ourpose here, it describes
in a most vivid and nrecisc manner the tyoe of organization
which eventually emerged in the Ismaili community in Fast
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Africa. It seems that the predominant drive among the
Israailis under the leadership of the Aga Khan III
consisted in a search for self-sufficiency. It is this
which led them to devise a suitable mechanism which would
best enable the community to adapt itself to the country
of their adoption. This pre-occupation with self-
sufficiency and the drive towards maximum prosperity and
well-being for each individual member of the community,
precluded any direct participation in the politics of the
country on a collective basis. Ironically enough, part
of the impetus to the rapid growth of a systematic and
bureaucratic organization in the community lay in the
policies of the Colonial administration. It would not
be far-fetched to suggest, therefore, that the
organizational set-up which emerged in the community from
the 1.920's onwards was an act at once of deference and
defiance - deference towards the demand on the nart of the
authorities for efficient and recognized local spokesmen
with whom they could communicate easily, and defiance
against the move to assimilate them into a vague and
all-inclusive category such as "Indians" or "Asians".
Thus, one of the secondary and indirect results of these
developments was the fact that a community whose
spiritual ancestors, the "atiraids and later, the
Assassins, had so deliberately sought political
ascendancy as a major part of their programme, were to
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prosper within a supremely self-contained unit which was
markedly detached from the political developments around
them. On the other hand, a factor making for still
greater complexity in the study of the political attitude
of the Ismallis during this period is their striking
adaptation to the respective East African territories*
Once again, the paradox is only an apparent one. Por it
would amount to an over-simplification, and indeed, to a
distortion of the true picture if the relationship of the
Ismail is to the count 17/ was not distinguished from their
relationship to the ruling power and the politics
associated with it • The Aga IChan had always been
exhorting his followers to regard the country of their
adoption as a permanent home. Thus, coupled with the
severance of physical and ultimately, as we shall see,
cultural ties with India, and the resulting shift of
emnhRsis onto the East African countries, was an
indifference to the politics in the Colonial period. The
two attitudes did not have to exist in spite of each other;
in an important sense, they were there because of each other.
While the attitude of the Israailis to the prevailing
government was characterized more by indifference
than anything else, and while their dominant concern
was internal solidarity, one may wonder how they
responded to the impact of scientific and
«
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technological asnects of "Western culture. Indeed, the
imoact of these asnects of Western culture - an imoact
v/hich was enhanced through the nrocess of colonization as
well as the devel.onment of effactive communications between
different part0, of the world - has raised grave issues for
contemnorary Tuslim societies all over the world . The
necessity of fashioning a clear and adequate resoonse -
as much out of a soirit of defence, incidentally, as of
defiance - has been felt strongly in all Muslim countries.
The ideational asoect of such a resnonse on the oart of
the Ismailis will concern us only in the next chanter,
here, however, it is important for us to note just as much
about their reeoonse to this challenge as would enable us
to understand the organization that emerged as oart of the
answer. It is in this sohere that one of the most
revolutionary changes in contemnorary Ismai"1 ism can be
seen. It was essentially a change in values. briefly
sneaking, it consisted not so much in an abandonment of
old values but in the adontion of new ones. "Tany old
values were retained, and the new ones were harmonized
with these existing values with a vie*-' to develooing a
new outlook towards the world . °ne cannot over-emohasize
here the vital role of the 4ga Khan III in this resoect.
In fact, it was only due to his leadershin that this
nrofound and almost dramatic alteration in the Ismailis'
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basic attitude towards life took olace. When it is
realized to what extent the Ismailis turn to the Imam for
advice concerning important changes in his life, and when
the Aga Khan Ill's own outlook on life is borne in xaind,
such a ranid and orofound change ceases to be a wonder.
The Aga Khan's own attitude was one of hearty
appreciation of what he called the "innocent pleasures"
of life. In oarticular, he had a most ardent admiration
for the scientific fruits of western culture - modern
methods of medicine and social welfare, modern principles
of education, etc. Acting out of the belief that these
fruits of modern scientific research ought to be
integrated with traditional values - a belief which he
cherished most zealously throughout his life - he caused
the social life of his followers in East Africa to he
revolutionized. The system of organization that came
into being in their century was in a large measure aimed
at incornorating these new values, and making available
to the individual members of the community, the amenities
of life which their Imam had recommended so ardently.
Over the course of the previous discussion, we have
found it necessary to take rote of the various factors
which served as a combined stimulus in the evolution of
the Ismailis into a highly corporate and organized group.
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The repercussions of the events marking the changing
relationship of the Ismail is to the other groups domiciled
in East Africa were to a certain extent reflected in the
organization. In its turn, the organizational
development reflected the shifting zones in the
relationehio of the community to the various groups
forming its social milieu. lone of the essential factors
which acted as a basic driving-force in this process belong
to the doctrinal system of the community, and will not be
discussed till in the next chanter. Here we shall be
content with examining the actual organization that
transformed the Isnaili settlers in East Africa into a
highly institutionalized group, satisfying their
important needs in the multifarious fields over which
their interests came to be extended as part of their
determined attempt to adapt themselves to their new
environment.
A first step in the development of an extensive
network of links integrating the various clusters of
Ismaili settlers into a corporate and effectively
organized body was the migration of large groups of
individual families from crowded towns on the coast into
the various centres in the interior. The Aga Khan was
very insistent that his followers should penetrate into
the interior and establish trading enterprises in the
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areas that were being opened up. Emigration from the
coastal settlements into the towns in the interior, and
from the towns into rural areas, was thus a strongly
stressed priority in the programme of organizing the
Jsmailis into a more efficient and prosperous body of
people. It figured prominently in the A.ga Ehan's own
advices to his followers when he visited them, 'Toreover,
he was particularly indignant at the fact that a large
number of his followers had remained in Zanzibar, where
they had settled in the previous century after migrating
from India, Accordingly, he repeatedly advised them to
quit Zanzibar owing to the danger of its economic decline
through competition and depletion of its resources. He
also laid the duty of giving organized aid to groups of
Ismailie willing to migrate to the mainland on the
various councils or administrative bodies which he had
appointed in order to carry out the day to day management
of community affairs. It was in 1926 that the Imam took
a markedly serious view of the situation and insisted
that emigration from the island was a dire necessity,
and that a substantial number of Ismailis should
spread out into the mainland territories. ,T,o his
followers 1iving in faganoyo (whose importance had
steadily declined since tho turn of the century), he
explained that abandoning a place when trade opportunities
188
declined was but a natural arfi right thing to do, for
they should take such fluctuations for granted. he was
particularly optimistic about the scone of opportunities
offered by Tanganyika (which had become a mandated
territory after the war, and where, unlike Kenya, there
were no crippling restrictions on Indian settlement and
trade). He also recommended those who could to
emigrate to Kenya and even to fentral Africa.
Similarly, during his visit to Nairobi, he advised those
who found themselves economically in a marginal position
to emigrate to Kampala dnd other Parts of Uganda, as well
as to Tanganyika, to Oongo, etc.
Turing his next visit to last Africa in 1937, one
of the important themes in the 4ga Khan's advice to his
followers was the further necessity of emigrating from
the towns where they had settled into rural areas• Once
again, he reminded his followers in Zanzibar of the need
to leave the island. During his next and last visit to
the country in 1045-45, the Aga Khan stressed even more
strongly the necessity on the part of his followers to
emigrate into the trading centres which were opening up
in the interior. The Ismail is being merchants by
tradition, the policy was to curtail their concentration
in the urban areas by sending members of families who were
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not strictly needed in the towns, into the rural areas.
Thus the A.ga Khan considered it crucially important that
the Ismailia should avoid concentrating in a few crowded
towns, hence, during this visit, he recommended an
organized programme to bring this about. It an
Kconomic Conference held at Dar-es-Salam, he advocated
the formation of a separate committee to supervise a
scheme to help Ismaili families in Zanzibar to emigrate
to inland areas in Tanganyika and elsewhere. In the
various towns he visited, he strongly criticized the lure
of urban life that caused many families to remain in
cities. he exhorted them to be more adventurous and
to consider as their chief mission the development of the
interior through trade (the settlements in the interior
usually began as trading centres following the
establishment of government costs). He wished the
Tsmaili traders would take the lead in introducing
essential goods into the interior, thus bringing about an
over-all development, and deprecated the temptation to
lead a luxurious life in the cities, with all. the
attendant comforts. He also advised his followers living
in cities like Kairobi to spread out into more inland
areas such as the Lake District. In the 195'D's
through frequent messages to the community sent through
the local heads, he suggested that those families whose
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economic position in the towns was unsatisfactory or
precarious, should migrate to the then Belgian Oonro,
which was still in the process of development. In this
way, again, the prevalence of large or joint families was
discouraged, for young members who were not indispensable
to their family concerns, were encouraged to open up
branches in other areas rather than being a burden on
their families by staying with them and thus causing a
waste of man-power. The over-all effect of this was
that there was a gradual extension of Ismail! concerns
all over hast Africa and, eventually, to other areas
such as bongo, 'Vest Africa and Madagascar. One may
wonder whether this movement by Ismaili families into the
relatively remote centres in East Africa and even beyond
the East African frontiers, did not lead to a
correspondinr dissipation and weakening of their sense of
belonging to a distinct community. That this did not
happen, and that, if anything, there was an increasing
sense of solidarity over the years, was due to the
extension of an elaborate network of organization which
we shall now examine.
First of all, it is necessary to bear in mind that
though there is a dimension of historical awareness in
contemporary Ismailism which stretches baob over a
considerable period of time, the emergence and rarid growth
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of the community in East Africa was in an important sense
a new start. At least on the concrete level of social
organization, the developments in East Africa involved
a process of breaking fresh ground . A new opportunity
for inaugurating an era of solidarity and orosoerity had
presented itself, and was indeed successfully exploited.
As a result, whatever fragmentation or sectional feelings
derived from geographical differences may have existed in
India, they were eliminated in the new setting, where the
old differences turned out to be redundant. In the early
years, no doubt, sectional feelings, especially between
those migrants who had come from Kutch and those who had
come from Kathiawar, had persisted . The Imam, however,
instilled into his followers a remarkable sense of unity
and common belonging, and over the course of years,
such sectional feelings disappeared. The groundwork for
an impressive demonstration of social solidarity had thus
been established . It now remained for the community to
organize itself effectively enough in order to fulfil the
religious, social, and economic needs of its members.
?rom the very beginning, the Aga khan's express
policy regarding his followers in East Africa had been to
create an effective mechanism for settling die utes within
the community. This amounted, in fact, to the creation
of a means of solving civil disputes on the same lines as
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those followed in courts of law. It also necessitated
the creation of a body of rules which would guide the
conduct of the members of the community, a definite set
of sanctions for punishing breach of these rules, and
an administrative council for enforcing conformity to the
laws and punishing deviance within the cowers allocated to
it by the Imam. Thus, during his visit to Zanzibar in
1899» the Aga Khan impressed uoon his followers the value
of arbitration as a means of settling disputes within the
community. "hiring his second visit to Zanzibar, in
1905, the Imam personally presided over the compilation of
a detailed body of rules which was published as the
official constitution of the community. Again, as we
have already seen, it was in this year that the Aga Khan
executed a power of attornev appointing three of his
followers as his administrative representatives in
community affairs. It is also interesting to note that
the system of councils followed the "natural" pattern of
the development of towns on the coast and in the interior,
and of their fluctuating importance. Thus the council at
Zanzibar retained a predominant importance for a long
time. In 1924 the system of councils was extended to the
mainland, and in two years* time, there were separate
councils for venya, Tanganyika and Uganda, in addition
to Zanzibar. ^rora then on, the system of councils and
the rules governing the conduct of Ismailis in matters
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affecting the community, were periodically altered or
modified with a view to keeping abreast of general
changes. In 1^54, a "federal Council" having
jurisdiction over all the communities in Africa and
co-ordinating the work of the various cdurcils in
different regions had come into existence. Under
there were "°uprene Councils" in Kenya, Tanganyika, Uganda
Couth Africa, Portuguese 7r',ast Africa, and Madagascar,
respectively. Under the jurisdiction of each Supreme
Council were a number of "Provincial Councils"
exercising authority in each province or district.
In 1962, a new constitution (which is currently in force)
was issued. The system of councils remained mostly the
same, excent that the highest ranking council was now known
as the "Cupreme Council" and there were ten
"Territorial Councils", for Kenya, Tanganyika, Zanzibar,
Uganda, Congo, Uuanda, Burundi, TIalgasy Peoublio, and
Portuguese East Africa, respectively. (After the union
of Zanzibar with Tanganyika, the Council at Zanzibar was
merged with that at Tanganyika, to form a single
Territorial Council.) phe most striking feature of the
new constitution, however, was the allocation of the
responsibility for hearing and settling disputes to
bodies known as "tribunals", which were independent of the
councils. like the councils, these "tribunals" were
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ranked in a hierarchical manner, on the provincial,
territorial and inter-territorial levels, resoectively.
There was also a careful and well-defined distribution
of functions and powers, and an elaborate code of rules,
with detailed instructions determining the Procedure in
regard to meeting^>etc . Apart from this, the new
constitution included a detailed and well-defined category
of "Personal taw", comprising rules governing such natters
as marriage, divorce, guardianshin, adoption, inheritance,
anostasv, etc, ^ The officials on these bodies were
a anointed by the Imam, at least nominally if not in fact,
for the names were forwarded to him by the local leaders.
All the constitutions in question always reserved supreme
oower for the Imam, who alone was above the lav/ in force
in the community.
Another striking feature of the emergence of the
Ismaili community as a highly organized body fulfilling
the secular needs of the members, was the emohasis placed
on education, and the establishment of schools. The
Aga Khan III had camnaigned vigorously for schools capable
of imparting secular education on modern lines to Ismaili
children, TTe conceived of education as an essential
condition for the community's survival in Tast Africa,
His grandson who succeeded him as Imam (i.e. the present
Aga Khan) emphasized it even more strongly as a supreme
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value in itself, which it was imperative for every Ismaili
to strive for. Education of girls had also been
particularly stressed, with the result that the schools
generally contained an equal number of boys and girls.
As we have seen earlier, the Israailis had established
separate schools for their community from the beginning,
thus dissociating themselves from the government-run
schools for Indian children at large. In addition, there
was also a gradual emergence of parents' association
and other bodies conceived on modern lines, and a
fixed number of bursaries were allocated by the Imam to
support students at University level. In the last
decade, educational programmes have been considerably
expanded. By I960, there were 60 Ismaili schools in
Tanganyika and more than 35 in Kenya and Uganda."^
The general supervision of all educational institutions
has been in the hands of "Education Administrators" for
the various territories, who are directly responsible to
the Aga Khan. Under the jurisdiction of the "Education
Administrators" are "Provincial Education Boards". The
creation of a separate organization charged with
responsibility regarding educational matters, reflects
the special importance given to education and the large
number of schools needing administrative supervision.
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A. similar degree of emohasis was olaced on measures
designed to imnrove standards of health and medical
treatment in the comirninity. In several important
towns, the Ismaili community built hospitals,
disnensaries, and clinics entirely through local Ismaili
surmort and grants allocated by the Aga Hian. At
Nairobi, a new hosoital with un to date facilities was
erected in 1958. As Honorary Chairman of the African
"Research foundation, the oresent Aga /Chan also sought
to associate the hosoital more closely with medical
research. ^Te also launched an Insurance scheme whereby
the members of the community oaid a oremium of ".4 per year
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and were insured un to €250 worth of medical treatment.
°ther institutions financed by the community include
snorts clubs, maternity and oaediatric clinics, etc.
Another field in which major changes took place
over the course of years was the economic one. In the
earliest years of their settlement, the Tsmailis were
either small-scale traders or entrenreneurs on a larger
scale. The Aga Khan's nolicy was to unite them into
stronger bodies that could withstand comnetition from other
communities. On the whole, the general nolicy was to
maintain the traditional hold of the community over
commercial enterorise. Thus in the neriod after the
second world war, the Imam was unset by the growing
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numbers of peoole who were tempted to undertake clerical
and professional jobs on a scale that he felt was a cause
for serious concern. For he felt that the reluctance
to undertake business enterprise and the lure of less
tasking occupations which guaranteed a fixed and regular
pay might deprive the community of the very backbone of
its economic strength. During this period, therefore,
there was an accleration of commercial activity on a
large-scale basis. There was also a shift of emphasis
in the type of commercial activity that was felt to be
appropriate in the light of the economic and political
conditions of the day. It was recognized that the old
type of enterprise, in which the buyer waited for the
seller to make known his demand, was fast becoming an
inefficient and obsolete mode of trade. Thusthere was
a new emrhasis on the need for travelling salesmen who
advertised their goods and surveyed the market
systematically as a nreliminary step in extending their
businesses, and the various councils were instructed to
keep in touch with such experienced salesmen in order to
disseminate their findings among the communities in
different areas. 'oreover, the Aga "".ban reoeatedlv tried
to impress uoon his followers the necessity of joint
enterprises on a collective scale. To this end, he
recommended the formation of wholesalers' associations and
import- export corporations. Moreover, under his
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direction and encouragement, a series of co-operative
societies sprang un all over East Africa. By eliminating
middle men's orofits and giving an opnortunity to a number
of heads for nulling their resources, these societies
led to an increased sense of solidarity in the economic
life of the community. Even more far-reaching was the
creation of a huge insurance comoany with headquarters at
'■ombasa and branches in the important centres of Bast
Africa, and the 11 'iamond Jubilee Investment Trust". The
latter was the outcome of the celebration of the sixtieth
anniversary of the Imamat of the Aga Than, when he was
weighed against diamonds by the followers in °akistan,
India, as well as Bast Africa. The value of these
diamonds was unconditionally presented to the Imam as a
gift by his followers. The Aga Than returned the value
to the community, and advocated the formation of a
central trust which would lend money at low interest to
the various co-ooerative societies that were soringing
un at this time, and other organizations such as banks
and building societies. These organizations in turn
lent eaoital at low interest to orivate individuals, who
wished to establish new concerns or extend existing ones.
At about the same time, the Aga Khan made esriodic farmans
urging his followers to observe the strictest economy in
daily life. Although this had been a regular theme in
h*8 farman3, it was especially emphasized during the war
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years and the period immediately following the war, as a
preventive measure against the effects of the post-war
degression. Members of the community were also
recommended to deposit the money thus saved in the
Investment Trust, with a view to benefitting the share¬
holders
_ themselves, as well as the community at large.
These two institutions thus turned out to be the mainstay
of the community's collective economic progress, and
became visible and outstanding reflections of the
prosperity it had achieved over the years . nne of the
projects which came to be popular and well-known among
the mfembers of the community, and which was also financed
by the central company, was the "Homes for All" project.
This came into exitence as the result of the Aga Khan Hi's
insistence that every member of the community ought to be
the owner of a flat or a house. Accordingly, a number
of locally-formed building societies came into existence
and they were lent the necessary capital for purchasing
and developing housing estates, by the central company.
The tenant-Purchasers made a deposit with the local
building corporation, and over a period of not more
than If years the ownership of their respective houses
passed into their hands through the payment of monthly
instalments. 'fhe scheme oame to fruition during the
early years of the Iraamat of the present Aga Khan,
finally, another striking testimony to the community's
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growing trend of undertaking large-scale ventures was
orovided by the establishment of the Industrial Promotion
Services by the oresent Aga Than in 1963. The comoany has
as its aim the provision of exuert technical advice for
industrial projects, the dissemination of information
regarding technological orogress in various carts of the
world, and is run in oartnershipwith the governments
concerned. It was also deliberately created with a
view to translating in economic terms the official oolicy
of the community, initiated by the Imam, to identify
itself with the interests of the country in the oost-
indenendence chase. At the same time, the cresent Aga
Khan has been advising his followers to move out of retail
trade where he felt the field would have to be cleared for
the Africans, and has been urging them to oursue higher
education as a fundamental nriority. The emohasis has
thus to a large extent shifted from commerce to
professional education, with teaching, medicine, engineering
and other scientific skills recommended most strongly.
On the whole, therefore, during the oeriod of itSae
Imamat of the Aga Khan III and the oresent 4ga Than, the
Israailis have develooed into a highly cornorate and
organized body which nresents a striking contrast with the
situation in the early years of their settlement in East
Africa. This vivid and striking growth in the
organization of the community is the feature which has
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been most conspicuous in the eyes of observers. For
it is this aspect of the community in East Africa that has
led it to be called "the best-organized and most
progressive Muslim community in the country.Other
Q6
writers have made comments of an exactly similar nature,^
It is interesting to note that although the Ismailis in
India and Pakistan are organized on lines similar to
those in East Africa, the communities in the Middle Eastern
and Far Eastern countries have a highly traditional
form of organization. In the Aga Khan's own words,
"the leadership of a religious community spread over a
considerable part of the world-surface - from Cape Town
to Ka3hgar, from Syria to Singapore - cannot be
sustained in accordance with any cut-and-dried system.
Moral conditions, material facilities, national aspirations
and outlook, and profoundly differing historical
backgrounds have to be borne vastly in mind, and the
necessary mental adjustment^ made."-^ Thus, "in Central
A.sia the leadership of the Ismailis is an inheritance in
the hands of certain families, and has been handed down
in continuous line through centuries. This is true of
ray followers in Afghanistan, and in Persia and Chinese
Turkestan, where certain families have been since their
conversion to Islam, administrators and representatives
of the Imam. The local leadership passes down in a close
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connection of kinshio from one generation to another...
In Baghdad I have aoeoial representatives who deal with
Arabian matters? in Iran I have special representatives
in every province who deal with Isnaili affairs, who are
also generally members of families that have as a matter
of inheritance supplied local Xsmaili leaders probably
as long as these people Have been linked with my family.
In Syria, one such family of representatives has
retained an unbroken connection with my family for more
It QQ
than a thousand years. v On the other hand, in Bast
Africa, as we have seen,"there is a highly developed and
civilized administrative system of councils,
educational administrators, property agents, executive
and judicial councils all performing an immense amount of
day-to-day administrative work, and under ray general
orders vast financial administration as well."^° This
indicates clearly that the organization of the Ismailis
into a highly corporate group in Bast Africa has to be
treated as a variable. whose origins have to be located
in the Deculiar conditions of the East African milieu.
Undoubtedly, the latent potential for such a
development which was intrinsic in the exclusive nature
of Ismaili doctrines should not be overlooked. The
immediate and concrete impetus to the development,
however, was provided by the essential features of the
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East African social climate which we have discussed above.
Moreover, the organized set-up of the community was the
main feature which set it so noticeably apart from the
other Indian communities. For although some of the
other Indian communities developed organizations of their
own, most of these embraced only the members living within
a particular town. Thus there were relatively much
weaker links btetween the members of the particular
communities in question, living in different places in
East Africa. Furthermore, the specialized departments
that emerged in the Ismaili community, with definite
administrative functions and devolution of responsibilities
were entirely lacking in the case of the others.
Raving discussed at some length the social dynamics
of the interaction of the Ismailis with the other Indian
groups that constituted part of their social milieu in
East Africa;and the corresponding emergence of a highly
intricate organization within the community, we shall now
go on to examine their relationship to other Muslim groups
in the country. If in the case of the Indian communities
we can discern a movement towards the affirmation of a
separate identity on the part of the Ismailis (although,
as we have seen, there was still a certain area within
which the channels of communication were left ot>en), one
7
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cannot but be struck by a contrary process in the
case of the various Muslim groups in the country. For,
as the years went by, and the identity of the community
had been securely consolidated, the Ismailis, under the
direction of the Aga Khan III and his successor the
present Aga Khan, diverted part of their resources to
maintaining and strengthening those institutions which
were aimed at the welfare of the Muslims as a whole.
Indeed, in an important sense, the relationship between
the Ismailis and the other Indian communities on one
hand, and the Muslim communities on the other, can be
considered parallel to each other, with an important
difference in the level of the two relationships. For
both the Indians and the Muslims, the Ismailis in a certain
sense provided a lead . In the case of the former, as
E.S. Morris observes, the Tsraailis were a "pace-making"
group; in the case of the latter, the Ismaili community,
or rather the Aga Khan, came to be regarded as a
beneficiary. Thus, in the case of the foimer, the
Ismailis were "leaders" (i.e. "pace-makers") owing to the
conscious or unconscious decision by the other Indian
communities to emulate them. In the case of the latter,
they were leaders out of their, or at least the Aga Khan's
deliberate oolicy to give a lead . Thus in the case of the
Indians, the Ismailis emerged as "leaders" out of anything
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but conscious choicej in the case of the Muslims, every
aspect of the relationship was consciously determined.
Of course, the parallel between the two spheres of
relationship is not perfect and the scope for comparison
and contrast is accordingly limited. Nevertheless, it
is a useful mode of interpretation, provided that the
many differences between the two zones of interaction are
borne in mind•
In order to understand the type of Muslim
institutions that have emerged in recent decades, and
to which the Ismailis have given their support, it is
necessary to have in mind some basic facts about the
variety of Muslim communities that have settled in East
Africa. Broadly speaking, the Muslims in East Africa can
be divided into three categories : the Arabs and the
coastal Swahili population which has developed a
distinctive Islamic sub-culture; the African Muslims
such as the Bpganda; and the Indian immigrant groups,
a majority of whom belong to the ShI'a sects. The Swahili
culture is the result of the synthesis of Islamic
culture as represented in Southern Arabia, and indigenous
Bantu languages, beliefs, and practices. In a sense,
the Arabic stamp has been paramount and there was a
narked tendency in the past for some of the less
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integrated stocks to look seaward to Arabia as "home".
The Qur'an is usually taught in special schools and Arabic
has had a marked aura of prestige around it. Almost all
of the Swahilis follow the Shaft'ite school of law.
In the case of the African groups in the interior which
have embraced Islam, there has been the growth not so
much of a distinct sub-culture but of a pluralism in
religious practices - that is to say, a great many-
elements of indigenous African religion have been
retained alongside those adooted from Islam. The
extent and nature of this pluralism varies in different
areas of the country. Widely different from these two
Muslim groups are the Indian Muslims, whose religious life
and social organization is of an exclusive and closed
nature. Furthermore, their predominant interest and
activity are confined to their own communities which differ
from one another in the degree of their corporateness•
The bulk of the Sunni Indian Muslims follow the Hanafi
school of law. The majority of the Indian Muslims, however,
are Shi'a of one of the following three important sects:
(l) The Ismailjs, (2) the Tthna'asheris (many of whom had
originally been Ismailis and who left or were forced to
leave the community during the early series of secessions)
and (3) the Pohras, who are descendants of the Hindus
converted to the Musta'lian form of Ismailism in India
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several centuries ago. The numerical proportion of
each of these groups is shown in Table I.
As is evident from what has been said above, Islam
in East Africa is a remarkably heterogenous faith.
For one to anticipate anything near a united Islamic
front, therefore, would be most far-fetched. In fact,
sensitivity to the differences among themselves on the
part of most of the communities checked the development
of any co-ordinated Muslim endeavour. In the decades
following the second world xvar, however, there was an
attempt, especially on the part of the African Muslim to
devote increasingly serious attention to Islam as a force
that could unite them and support their sense of identity
in the midst of the uncertainties of the period • f>art
of the general sense of malaise among the Muslims during
this time lay in the threat of secularization due to the
impact of Western ideas. The necessity of sustaining the
fast-vanishing traditional framework of Islam in the face of
Western ideas of education was felt to be an urgent one.
The Aga Khan had demonstrated the efficacy of his
particular brand of Islam in the modern world through
reforms within hie own community, and he had no
hesitation therefore in advocating a vigorous programme
of Muslim welfare and education on modern lines. The
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main way in which he contributed to this resurgence of
interest in Islam was through generous financial help.
At the same time he urged his followers to extend their
contacts with the other Muslim communities as a whole,
Besuite this, however, it is imoortant to remember, firstly
that participation in this general concern was
discernible more in the personal role of the Aga Khan than
in the collective endeavour of the community as a whole
(and this notwithstanding the fact that certain leaders
from the community were usually appointed by the Aga
Khan to represent him, in matters regarding Muslim welfare,
at the local level); and, secondly, that all inall, the
enhanced links between the Ismailis and the Muslim groups
were forged more on a formal and social (in fact
superficial) plane rather than on a deeper ideational
level •
The feeling that it was necessary for the various
Muslim communities in East Africa to associate with each
other more closely, and that that the Ismailis ought to
play their due role in this process, was, as far as the
Ismaili community was concerned, an inevitable sequel to
their established prosperity. Once the dangers to their
social identity in the second half of the nineteenth
century (as reflected in the Kho.ja Case in India and the
subsequent history of the secessions) had been
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successfully overcome, and once an era <bf prosperity had
been inaugurated on this basis, it was natural that the
Ismailis would turn their attention to closer
association with those groups towards which they were
encouraged by their faith to be xvell-disposed. Again,
one of the changes the Ismailis underwent in East Africa
consisted of a progressive elimination of Hindu relics
inherited from their ethnic origins. One particular
indication of this, for instance, was to be found in the
fact that though mo3t Ismailis had Hindu names at some
point in their pedegree, these had been superseded by
Muslim names of late. As far as the Aga Khan was
concerned, of course, being of Persian birth and having
been for long a proraiment spokesman for the Muslims in
India, Islam was a® integral part of his personality.
At the same time, it is important to remember that this
particular phase of co-operation on the part of the Ismailis
with the rest of the Muslims was directed as much towards
their own ends as it was towards the benefit of the
other communities in question. For this association gave
thera a valuable sense of security and what is more, helped
to butress their sense of identity as Muslims. The Aga
Khan was also a fervent advocate of the spirit of "Pan-
Islamism", which was a concept uppermost in the
aspirations of most Muslim leaders of the time. However,
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he was not of the opinion that such a movement should be
a oolitioal one. Hence he recommended his followers to
support the ideal on a non-political basis. The
following is typical of the several messages he sent to
the Ismaills and the Muslims in general on this theme:
"I hope Ismailis will be the spearhead for the movement
of the ITEHAD-I-ISLAM, otherwise known as Cultural,
Religious and Economic PAH-ISLAMISM• Unless cultural,
religious and economic union takes place between Muslim
peoples, death will fall cn them separately and
individually. On the other hand, their political
development must be the result of geograohy, and the
general movement of nations within the United TJations of
the world, as now started at Lake Success Similarly
attempts on the oart of his followers to establish good
relations with the indigenous Muslims in their
respective areas were acknowledged by messages or
telegrams such as the following:
"Very glad to hear Zanzibar Council's reports towards
unity and brotherhood with Arabian and African Muslims
STOP Hope all Ismailis in Africa follow this good
example .
?11
The Aga Khan's most concrete contribution to the
general resurgence of Islamic activity in East Africa at
this period was through the East African Muslim Welfare
Society, which was founded by him in 1945* To be sure,
his association with African Muslims dated back to 1905
when he called a meeting of the Muslims in "Uganda in
Kampala, and discussed the state of Islam in Uganda %vith
their representatives. He also met ^rince Nuhu Mbogo,
the traditional leader of the Muslims in Uganda, in the
same year. Yet no concrete steps to bring the various
Muslims under one banner had been contemplated till
1957, when the Aga Khan, visiting East Africa for his
Cold en Jubilee Celebrations, called a Hound Table
Conference of Muslims, launching the East African Muslim
Welfare Society by personally donating a substantial
sum to set the ball rolling. However, the work failed
to get off to a satisfactory start, and so during his next
visit to East Africa in 1945, the Aga Khan, chairing a
conference of Muslim delegates of all sect3 and from all
over East Africa at Mombasa, urged those who were present
to consider the re-organization of the Muslims in the
country as an urgent priority. Urging them to take all
the necessary steps to check the deoline of Islam in
East Africa, he re-launched the East African Muslim Welfare
Society by announcing that he would donate an
equivalent sura to the total contribution collected from
?12
non-Ismaili Muslim donors. In subsequent years, the
society established branches at the following centres in
the three territories: Mombasa, Nairobi, and Kisumu in
Kenya; Kampala, Jinja, Masaka, Mbale, Port Portal and
Soroti in Uganda; "^ar-es-Salam, Moshi, Tanga, "Hodoma,
Lindi, Singida and Kigoma in Tanganyika. The office¬
bearers were drawn from all sects. However, presumably
on account of their wealth and education, the Asian
Muslims were predominant in the leadership. The
functions that the society took upon itself over the
course of years included tablig or preaching, building
of mosques and maintenance of Qur'an teachers, and the
establishment of schools. The work was confined mostly
to the African Muslims, and converts were recruited into
SunnI and not Shi'a Islam. In 1955, the Aga Khan stated
in a message to the Muslims in East Africa:
"I anneal to the Muslims of all sections to look upon this
society as a Pan-Islamic Brotherhood, working especially
for the uplift of African Muslims, and the encouragement
of mission efforts for the expansion of Islam t<5> the
1 o?
African population."
Some of the more prominent institutions nut up by the
society included the Kibuli mosque, the Kibuli primary
school and the Kibuli teachers' training college at Kampala,
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the Jamiyya Mosque at Tanga, as well as a number of other
mosques and schools at various centres In the three
territories. The Aga Khan also contributed a major stun
towards the erection of the Mombasa Institute o' Muslim
Education. It is also interesting to note that in
such technical asreots of the building of these institutions
as nlanning and architecture, the Ismailin contributed
an element of "know how" . In 1954 at the recommendation
of the Aga Khan, a delegation of Muslim leaders from East
Africa was sent to the West African countries to explore
avenues for closer association between the Muslims in
these two parts of the continent. The Aga Khan's message
to the West African Muslims on this occasion steted that
the first step in the encouragement of greater solidarity
among Muslims "is to organize from time to time goodwill
missions, such as the one now coming from East Africa to
you, going from West Africa to East Africa, and, we hope,
to Pakistan a little laterdelegation reported
the results of their visit to the Aga Khan at Evian les
Bains, in France. A summary of the number of
institutions put up by the society from the oeriod of its
inception till 1954 is reproduced in Table II.
The Aga Khan IV, who succeeded the Aga Khan III in
1957 continued to suuport the society, and until recently
remained like his grandfather, its Patron-in Chief. In his
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speeches to the society during his visits to East Africa,
he laid an increased emphasis on education, and urged
the office-bearers of the society to pay more attention
to a systematic programme of setting up adequate
educational facilities where the quality and numbers of
the teaching staff v/as given careful consideration. He
also frequently dwelt upon the necessity of reconciling
Islamic values to the secular ethos of the modern world
Again, in a visit to Makerere University College in 1966,
he urged the Muslim students there, and more specifically
his own follov;ers, to work in a new climate of harmony,
for the traditional sectarian differences, he said, were
fast becoming archaic and irrelevant. In a speech which
marked an important change of outlook, he urged the Muslim
10^
students not to "rub salt into historical wounds".
In 1968, however, the Aga Khan resigned from his official
capacity in the Welfare Society.
The founding of the East African Muslim Welfare
Society and the Aga Khan's support for it is important
in the interpretative framework of this study in as much
as it is an evidence of a historical shift in the social
Identity of the Ismailis . Nevertheless, it would be
wrong to interpret the change as an indication of any
fundamental integration. it cannot be too strongly
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emphasized that in the doctrinal system and in the
economic and social affairs of the community, the Ismailis
have maintained a separate and exclusive identity. To
a large extent, the closed nature of the Indian Muslim
communities, as well as the diversity among the African
Muslims together with differing educational standards,
financial resources, and social organization of the
various communities, and finally, the rise of African
nationalism, have rendered such a united front an
impossibility. Provided that the historical, role of the
Welfare Society is not over-exaggerated and provided,
again, that the complexities involved in the assessment
of its work in the East African situation are not ignored,
the society's activities provide a useful clue to a chase
of changing organization of Islam in East Africa, In
this study, we have been concerned only with this aspect
of the Aga Khan's role in East Africa in so far as it
helps to throw light on the shifting interests of his
community. As we shall see later, the urge to give
greater importance to Islamic ideas was one of the
important characteristics of Ismaili Ideology in East
Africa in the period under question. The Aga Khan's
support for Muslim welfare in East Africa was a clear
sign of thi3 trend in the community.
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Our central theme in this chapter so far has been the
change and modifications in the social identity of the
Israailis in the East African milieu. As we have seen,
the factors responsible for such changes can be broadly
divided into two categories: (a) pressures from the
external environment, and (b) internal features making
for change. In certain spheres, as we have noted,
the onset of change arid modification has been the direct
result of changes or important events essentially external
to the community, but having bearings on its internal
organization. from another point of view, some of these
changes in the internal organization of the Ismailia have
been the logical sequel to an inner momentum contained in
various features, of which the belief-system is the chief
one. We now come to one of the most profound revolutions
that the history of East Africa ever witnessed, the rise
of African nationalism, the withdrawal of British rule
and the establishment of indeoendent African government#
Tftidesisting in its paramount aim to regain sovereignty
over the land, and undaunted by the many obstacles and
difficulties it had to confront, the tide of African
nationalism swept over the East African territories with
dramatic swiftness in the post-war era. Its impact on
the whole structure of the social, economic, ana political
life of the countries was equally cataclysmic. While
seeking a total change in the government of the country,
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it compelled an equally violent and dramatic change in
those societies which had prospered in sheltered enclaves
of their own. And the degree of change which it
demanded from them hardly fell short of a total overhaul
in some important fields their social and economic
organization. In this final section of this chapter,
we shall examine at some length the Ismail is' response
to this momentous change in the countries in which they
had established themselves so securely, and the
repercussions of this event on their social identity.
In order to understand the reaction of the Ismailis
to the change of rule, with all its far-reaching
consequences on their communal life and organization, it
is necessary to trace their attitude towards the countries
in which they had settled, since the time they established
themselves there as a well-organized and prospering
community. It is interesting to note that though the
conditions affecting migration and settlement had to a
significant degree been the same in the case of all the
Indian communities, and though all these communities
shared certain common ways of life, the attitude of the
Ismailis to their new home was remarkably different.
The first point to note in this connection is that the
Ismailis, in common with other Muslims, did not have the
same link with India that the Hindu communities had due
?18
to the prevalence of the caste-system. Owing to the
fact that the various Hindu classes in India were ranked
as castes or .jati in a total hierarchical system, their
connections with India were deeper and more insuperable
than those of the Muslim groups who were not so
entrenched in the caste-order. As Morris observes, the
scrupulousness with which the Hindu communities in East
Africa arranged correct endogamous marriages was aimed
-I Qg
at securing acceptance at home when they returned there.
On the other hand, the Muslim migrants came to East
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Africa with a view to permanent settlement. To
take another instance, the Goans, a small but important
community, who were, notably in their westernized life¬
style and in their communal schools and clubs,
strikingly similar to the Ismailis, nevertheless maintained
strong and real links with Goa. J.E. Goldthorpe
observed that most of the Goans in East Africa had been
born in Goa, and retained Portuguese nationalities.
Similarly, they also conformed to caste-regulations,
retained Portuguese names, and their men returned home
TOR
in order to get married. Conversely, the Ismailis'
policy of discarding Indian cultural traits impelled them
to seek a new identity. This readjustment in their
social identity could be made only in reference to their
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new home. Indeed, most of the Muslim communities had
far weaker links with India than the Hindus, Goans, or
other non-Muslim Indians. None of them-, however, had
as much at stake in the new country as the Ismailis, who
had built massive institutions to strengthen their
foothold . Again, none of these other communities pursued
their aims in so deliberate and systematic a manner as
did the Ismailis, chiefly because of the leadership of
the Aga Khan, who geared the programmes of the community
to definite ends. Under the mantle of security
accorded to them by the Aga Khan, the Israailis looked upon
their settlement in East Africa not as a temporary sojourn
but as a new start. The Aga Khan's policy was to exhort
his followers in the various countries in which they had
settled (and not merely in East Africa) to identify
themselves more authentically with their adopted home.
Thus, as early as 1914, he urged the jamats in Bangoon to
consider Burma as their home. In 1934, he impressed
upon them the necessity of learning the Burmese language
in order to identify themselves more deeply with the rest
of the nation. Similarly, in 1939, he advised them to
establish closer contacts with the local Burmese
population. During his visit to India the following year,
he urged the representatives of his .jamats in Burma to
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to adopt the local Burmese dress so as not to appear
different from the indigenous people. He also reiterated
several times the importance of learning the Burmese
language and of mingling freely with the indigenous people^
thus giving concrete proof of their policy to adopt
Burma as their real home rather than a place to eke out
their living on a temporary basis. In 1951, he once
again urged them to discard their mother language,
Gujerati, and to adopt Burmese and English in its
place. Similarly, in India he insisted that his
followers give more importance to local Indian languages,
and to include in their curriciila such subjects as the
authorities in India would welcome in view of their
development policies. On an exactly similar note,
in the Malagasy Republic (previously known as Madagascar)
he urged his followers in 1946 to adopt Erench and
Malagas©, since these were going to be the chief
languages of the country. Citing the example of Burma
where he said his farmans to his followers to integrate
themselves with the indigenous population had helped them
to tide over the crisis created by the Japanese invasion,
he asked the jamats in Malagasy bo identify themselves in
like manner with the sentiments of the local ponulation.
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These examples serve to illustrate the general policy of
the Aga Khan in respect of his followers settled in
different countries where signs of incipient nationalism
had begun to be manifest. The Aga Khan's own experience
in British-Indian politics had equipped him with a
soecial alertness and instinctive grasp of the growing
tide of nationalism in African and Asian countries.
In East Africa, the Aga Khan's advice to his
followers in this respect was on exactly parallel lines.
As early as 1925, he had been stressing the need on the
part of his followers to learn English as well as the
African language which was locally prevalent. In the
same year, at fetnzibar, he made the following farman:
"You must cherish Africa as your true home, with love and
whole-heartednese It is my wish that you should
call yourselves Kenyans, Tanganyikans, Zanzibaris, etc.,
as the case may be. You must consider these places as
your home. If you do not accept this land as your home
with honesty, love, and without hesitation, you are not
going to benefit. For a nation rewards only those who
embrace it as their real home."^®^ Similarly in 1926
in a farman at Nairobi, he urged his followers to give up
any expectations of returning to India. Instead, they
were advised to consolidate their interests in the East
African countries. Accordingly, he strongly disapproved
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of any individuals who returned to India after having
secured a profit in East Africa. In 1937 he reiterated
the same principle t
"Tour position is quite different from that of other
Asians. You have made this country your home. I think
many a family amongst you have settled in this part for
the last 150 years. Since I first visited East Africa
in 1899, I don't think any Isniaili has returned to
India. You are not birds of passage. Your roots are
very deep. Your future is tied with Kenya, Tanganyika,
Zanzibar and Uganda. Therefore, I am appealing to you
to be true, loyal subjects of these countries which you
11 0
have made your home."
Again, in 1948, he drew the attention of his followers to
the happy absence of lawlessness and violence in the East
African territories, and to the fact that "this land lias
brought you peace and prosperity. You have a duty to be
extremely loyal to this country. You must do whatever
you can for the prosperity of this country without looking
111
elsewhere." He also urged his followers to maintain
good relations with their African employees and customers,
and to take on Africans as partners in large companies.
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Once again, he stressed the necessity of learning local
languages. Indeed, over the course of the years, the
Imam's "oolicy was directed towards eliminating Hindu
cultural traits from the community. In 1952, at a
conference held at Evian (generally considered by the
Ismailis as a watershed in the history of the community
in East Africa), it was resolved that Oujerati be removed
from the curriculum of the Ismaili schools and English
adopted as the main language. As the Aga Khan says in
his memoirs, "So far as their (i.e. the Ismailis') way
of life is concerned, I have tried to vary the advice
which I have given to my followers in accordance with the
country or state in which they live. Thus in the British
colony of East Africa, I strongly urge them to make
English their first language, to found their domestic lives
along English lines and in general to adopt British and
European customs I am convinced that living as
they must in a multi-racial society, the kind of social
life, its organization which gives them the greatest
opportunities to develop their personalities and is most
112
practically useful is the one which they ought to follow."
After the succession of the present Aga Khan to the
Imamat in 1957, the Ismaili community was more firmly
geared towards a position where their identity could be
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conceived more in terms of integral membership of the
national population of the three territories. The task
of altering the image that the Ismailis had established
of themselves as an exclusive and self-contained community
and adapting it to the demands of African nationalism,
figured centrally in the new Imam's policies. The
position of Asian communities in East Africa had become
precarious in the tumultous years preceding independence.
Although the Indians had militated vigorously against the
segregationist policies of the British government from the
1920's onwards, there had been a relative quiescence in
the years preceding independence. More than that, the
fact that the Asians had obtained a successful hold over
commerce, which formed an essential part of the economy
of the respective countries, was a source of resentment
on the cart of the Africans. In the aspiring African's
attempt to progress upwards in the economic ladder, the
Asian, particularly the retail merchant, invariably became
an obstacle on the rung immediately above that on which
the African found himself. The various educational and
welfare institutions that the Asians had established in
the country x^ere for the most oart confined to members
of their own communities. Socially, they had established
themselves as groups which were highly insulated from the
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African population. George Pelf, writing in 1962, made
the apt observation that "the very cohesion and sectarian
unity which has been the economic strength of the Asians
in East Africa is now of very dubious value." J TSFo
doubt, the situation in the four countries was different
in several important respects. In Tanganyika, the
relatively peaceful history of the country and the vivid
sense of nationalism created by Julius Nyerere's
leadership, as well as the solidarity which resulted from
the successful establishment of a one-party state, helped
to ease racial tension. In Zanzibar, on the other hand,
the alliance of the affluent Asians with the Arab regime
was responsible for growing signs of African resentment.
In Uganda, the absence of a European settler population
as militant as that in Kenya, and the heritage of a
fairer representation of the minorities, led to a
relatively oalmer situation in comparison to Kenya.
Still, African resentment came to a dangerous height
in 1959 when goods sold by non-Africans were boycotted.
It was in Kenya, however, that politics were most
turbulent. For the persistent propaganda on the part
of European settlers - a propaganda which more than once
acutely embarassed the British government - had left a
legacy of bitter racial hatred. Again, 3ince the Asians
had been forced by law to confine themselves to commercial
occupations, they were a greater threat to the aspirations
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of the Africans. It was against this background of
transistional uncertainties that the Aga Khan IV found
himself in a position where he was expected to steer
his community into calmer waters.
During his rapid tour of the East African countries
in 19?7» when he was officially installed as the Imam, the
Aga Khan urged his followers to strive actively towards a
multi-racial understanding in their respective countries •
During his ensuing visits, he took a number of important
and concrete steps to give convincing evidence of the
policy of the community towards greater adaptation to
the political changes. At the same time, he devoted
himself to the task of inculcating a patriotic spirit into
his East African followers. To a large extent, this
amounted to a process of re-education, for although the
rudiments of adaptation, as we have seen, were inherent
in the ideology of the Ismailis, the need for such
adaptation had to be brought up into the forefront of the
community's awareness and thus given a new emphasis.
There were four important fields in which the Aga
Khan thought the organisation and values of his community
needed to be re-orientated. Thus, the specific policies
that he advocated with a view to helping his followers to
understand the aspirations of African nationalism, can be
broadly divided into four categories, vis. the economic,
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the political, the social, and the educational spheres.
It is obvious that what was needed was scareely short
of a profound and radical re-adjuatment. Hitherto the
Ismailis had firmly maintained their identity as a
distinct community. The other Indian communities had
also organized themselves as exclusive groups, and thus
the picture of East African society in the pre-
independence era was one of a 3lural Society, with a
certain amount of stratification in which the various
races were ranked as broad classes The Aga Khan was
quick to realize the explosive nature of the situation,
and made a very apt and significant admission when he
stated that "the days of exclusive community development,
in our opinion, are over."^^ One of the fields in
which he immediately sought to make adjustments in
anticipation of the Africans' natural aspirations to
control their own economy, was in the commercial
enterprises of his followers. He urges those Ismailis
who ran shops on a small scale or retail basis, to make
way for the Africans by either Joining larger concerns or
preferably diverting their resources to the process of
industrialization in the various countries. Since it was
realized the governments would be too tied down with other
priorities to devote their attention entirely to the much-
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needed task of industrialization in the early stages, the
Ismailis realised that this was one field where they, as
Asians, oould make an original and substantial
contribution. In addition, he also advocated that leading
merchants and industrialists in the community ehould make
it a point to train suitable African apprentices for
managerial posts, and perhaps, even to take them on as
partners. He also personally launched the East African
Newspapers Ltd., which was intended to introduce a new
slant and spirit of commitment in the country's press.
In some ways, the most important and certainly the most
conspicuous step in this process of economic readjustment
was the founding of the Industrial Promotion Services, to
which we have referred earlier. It was designed to speed
up industrialization in the country, and was warmly
welcomed by African leaders.
In the political sphere, the Aga Khan strongly urged
his followers to become citizens of each of the various
East African countries in which they were residing.
The necessity for adopting local citizenship formed the
most prominent theme of his farmans to the community during
his visits to East Africa in the period following
independence. In order to speed up the process, the
various councils in the community established special
229
"citizenship committees" which had the responsibility of
briefing the Ismailis in local areas about the techni¬
calities of the process, and of helping them in their
applications. As a result, in the interim period after
independence, when the Asians were given a choice of
either continuing to retain British citizenship, or
renouncing it in favour of the new nationality, most
Israailis opted for the latter course and became citizens
of the respective countries in which they lived,
Anart from this, the role of the Tsiaailis as a community
in the political events of the day v/as insignificant.
No doubt, individual Ismaili leaders participated in the
national politics, Just as leaders from other Asian
communities did, but they were not allowed to represent
the community as a whole.
More attention was paid to the social sphere of the
community's activities. Greater co-operation with the
Africans in every-day life was repeatedly urged by the
Aga Khan. An we have seen, the East African Muslim
Welfare Society had been founded mainly with the African
Muslims in mind. One of the motives behind its
establishment had been to secure a sound basis of
interaction with the African Muslims. The Platinum
Jubilee Hospital at Kairobi admitted patients of all
races since the time it was founded, and Ismaili hospitals
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in other towns were also thrown open to people of all
races. Through these institutions, and also through
women's societies in the community, who were urged to work
in more active collaboration with African women's
organizations, the Ismailis sought to establish a specific
channel of communication on the social plane.
Finally, an important drive towards readjustment
v/as to be found in the sphere of education. To begin
with, the Imam repeatedly and earnestly emphasised the
value of education to his own community. This was a
marked change since the 40's when it had been felt that
the community's stronghold over an important section of
the economy ought to be retained at all costs. Though
education had begun to receive a growing emphasis, it was
still eub-ordinate to commercial enterprise. Now the
priorities were radically reversed and the Ismailis were
advised to impart the highest professional and university
education to their children at all costs. It was felt
that one of the most important ways in which the community
cound contribute to national development and at the same
time strengthen its own position in "Bast Africa was by
providing an increasing number of we11-trained young people
to man the professions and the Civil Service, Apart from
this, the Aga Khan saw in his schools the most important
means whereby the process of racial integration could be
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achieved. In addition, he had as Torn Mboya notes,
several times donated substantial sums of money to help
finance the so-called "air-lift" programme of sending
African students to America, which was sponsored by the
African American Students Foundation and which had come
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into existence largely through Mboya's efforts.
Furthermore in the Aga Khan's view, which he stated in
his speeches on several occasions, the beginnings of a
multi-racial society could be established more effectively
and with a greater naturalness in schools than anywhere
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else. The l8maili schools were among the first to
1 T7
open their doors to pupils of all races. Maintaining
a high standard of secular education, and aiming at
producing students competent enough to pursue
university education in East Africa or elsewhere, these
schools have been the mainstay of the community's crive
towards a multi-racial consciousness. On the whole,
therefore, the Iemailis have been remarkably quick at
adapting themselves to the fundamentally altered political,
social and economic conditions in recent years. However,
whether integration has made any headway at grass-root level,
i.e. in the every-day lives of individual Ismailis, is
another question altogether. It is a question, moreover,
that cannot be settled except through field-study, and as



















































































































































The Religious System of the Ismailis in East Africa
A matter of the utmost importance that should be
borne in mind in any study of the Ismailis is that
they are essentially a religious community. The
doctrinal system of the Ismailis has a history stretching
back over a long time, dating from the period when
they emerged as a distinct off-shoot of the Shica sect
in Islam. In East Africa, an elaborate and firmly
entrenched doctrinal system, whose rudiments were
derived from this long history, provided the central
rallying-force and a vital sense of identity for the
community. Around these central principles was
erected a complex and highly differentiated structure
of values which were retained, adapted or modified in
response to the repercussions of external events or
internal organizational developments in the social,
economic, and political spheres. In the midst of
such developments, the element of historicity, and
hence the sense of continuity in the doctrinal system
provided an essential source of ideological sustenance.
At the same time, however, it is important to realize
that besides serving as a source of a vital sense of
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continuity in an era of unprecedented feverish
social change, the religious beliefs of the Ismailis
frequently acted as a spur to this very process of
change. In its turn, the social change that has
been such a vivid and distinctive feature of the
Ismaili society since the early years of this century,
necessitated a certain modification in specific areas
of their religious and value systems, if friction or
incompatibility between these two ma.ior departments
of the society's organisation was to be avoided.
Here one may recall a basic principle of analysis that
has been previously stressed in this study - namely,
the dialectical nature of the interaction of religious
and social factors. This in fact is a principle that
has on occasions been recognized by those
sociologists or anthropologists who have concerned
themselves with the functions of religious beliefs in
various societies, especially in a diachronic as
opposed to a synchronic context.^" '"/hat one cannot
fail to notice in societies where religion is an
integral feature is that not only do religious
beliefs serve definite functions in maintaining the
solidarity of the society as a whole, but they also
tend, in varying degrees, to be compatible with other
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sub-systems of the society. This tendency for
different aspects of a social system to be in harmony
with one another is what T.F. Hoult has called
p
"Socio-Oultural Compatibility". No doubt, in
employing such a concent a certain amount of caution
is necessary, for in most cases a society in which
religion and other sub-systems are perfectly
"comoatible" with one another remains an "ideal tvoe"•
In the actual state of affairs, one can in not a few
societies susoect the existence of disparity between
the religious beliefs and the rest of the constituent-
elements in the structure of the societies concerned ,
Indeed, in some cases, when social change has affected
the organization and values of a society to a
significant extent, religious beliefs and rites may
cause stresses and strains within the system by failing
to fit into the total structure of the society as a
whole. Nevertheless, it is generally true to assert
that religion has a definite function in social
systems, and, furthermore, that there is an over-all
tendency in most cases for the nature of religious
beliefs to show some degree of compatibility or
assonance with important structural and organizational
features of the same society.
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In the previous chanter, we discussed at some
length the organizational changes that formed an
important feature of the history of the Ismaili
community in East Africa, particularly during the phase
of its search for a new social identity. We now turn
our attention to different level of social process
altogether - namely, the pattern of beliefs and values
in the community. Needless to say, the two facets
of the community's over-all system were linked together
in a complex manner. In some instances, the
relationship consisted of straightforward and parallel
developments. In other areas of the community's
social organization, the connection was more subtle
or involved and demands a more complex interpretation.
On the whole, however, the fact remains that one can
detect a certain reciprocity in the two spheres of
development. It is due to this reason that we have
divided the dynamics of continuity and change in the
history of the community in East Africa, into these two
broad categories of social organization on one hand,
and beliefs and values on the other. Such a
classification is highly rewarding in that it enables
one to separate two major components of the social
system which behave and are organized on different
lines. At the same time, this division contributes
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to a specific mode of analysis which makes the over¬
all process of development more intelligible by
enabling one to break it down into its constituent-
elements and to trace the connection between them.
This mode of analysis has an especial merit and
utility in as much as the subject of this study involves
a detailed consideration of a highly dynamic phase in
the history of the Ismailis. Hence the primary theme
of this chapter as well as the next will consist of
the relationship between these two aspects of the social
life of the Ismailis in East Africa. This point will
be assumed as the gist of the interpretative
framework of the developments discussed below, and,
for this reason, need not receive any further
elaboration or repetition.
In considering the developments and conflicts that
preceded the court-suits in Bombay, we had noted the
ambiguities inherent in the symbotic nature of Indian
Ismailism. In a nutshell, Ismaili beliefs and
practices at this stage comprised Hindu ideas integrated
with Islamic tenets (the latter appearing in the form
in which they had been expounded in Nizari Ismaili
theology), as well as a pronounced element of mystical
thought. Owing to reasons which are not quite clear,
in the later half of the nineteenth century,
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individual Ismaili writers seem to have been
increasingly ore-occupied with a search for their
historical origins and for a clearer delimitation of
the dogmatic principles on which their religious
practices were based. It is impossible to say
whether this self-searching was a reflection of a
more wide-spread trend in a particular section of the
community. In any case, as we have seen, the
eventual outcome of these developments was the gradual
growth of a more vivid sense of the separate and
distinctive identity of the community. That this
process was not unattended by severe strain is a fact
which we have already noted, "For at certain stages
it would have appeared that the religious beliefs of
the community were in the danger of swerving either
towards a more Sunnite emphasis, or (and this at an
even more crucial stage in their history) towards an
Ithnacasheri form. The fact that the community
had to pass through these stages suggests that its
religious principles had not yet come to be
sufficiently crystallized on the formal or
organizational level. On the other hand, the fact
that in spite of this potentially disruptive threat
the Ismailis finally emerged with a renewed and even
more secure sense of their distinctive identity, owes
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itself to certain essential features of the doctrinal
system which set them apart from other religious
groups even before these doctrines had been embodied
in an elaborately organized community.
The most important feature of the doctrinal
system of the Ismailis, of course, is the Imaraat. It
is as much a nucleus of their own religious and
social existence as it is a conspicuous feature
setting them apart in the eyes of observers. The
deep feelings of reverence that the Ismailis
cherished for their Imam-e-Zaman, i.e. the Imam for
the time-being, was a constant feature of Ismailism
through the ages. One of the most interesting ways
in which this important institution, which was a pivot
of their religious system, had practical
consequences for the social organization of the
Ismailis in East Africa, lay in what can be called
its "catalytic" as well as the "redressive" functions
in relation to change. In other words, while the
Imam encouraged and supervised, and in some instances
initiated the prooess of change, he also provided a
background of continuity against which the change
could take Place without toppling over into mere drift
or indirection. Simultaneously, his function was
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also to redress imbalances or incompatibilities
caused by too extensive or too drastic processes of
change. For the purpose of this chapter, however, the
most noteworthy consequence of the Imamat on the
social organization of the Ismailis is to be found in
the remarkable solidarity and centralization in the
community. Over the period we have been discussing,
the Imam was in more than one sense the pivot around
which the whole society revolved, and thus all the
various departments of the community's organization,
and all the different fields of its activities
converged onto him. When the Ismaili settlers in
East Africa were spreading over a wide network of
towns as well as smaller centres in the interior of
the three countries, the presence of a living Imam,
whom they obeyed out of deep religious devotion, and
who exercised powerful and effective authority over
all the various departments of communal life, united
them into a single strong body. This indeed had far-
reaching consequences on their social organization.
Most of the specific organizational developments that
have been discussed in the last chapter were rendered
possible only due to the existence of the living Imam
in the person of the Aga Khan. Since we shall be
resuming the discussion of the Imamat and its place in
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the religious and social system of the Ismailis in a
more detailed form in a later chapter of this thesis,
we shall postpone further elaboration of these points
for the time being. Nevertheless, it is necessary
to bear in mind, through the course of this chapter,
that one can by no means over-emphasize the fact that
the very existence of the Israailis today is tied up
with the presence of the living Imam, and that all the
developments that we have discussed in the last two
chanters revolve round his person.
Apart from the Iraamat, there were several
outstanding features of the religious system of the
Israailis which set them apart from other religious
groups in a significant manner. These features were
to be found mostly in the domain of the rites and
practices of the community. The most important of
these was the dua or prayer, which, according to some
traditions, had been originally given to the Khoja
converts in India by Pfr Sadardin. According to yet
another tradition, it was Paiyad Dadu who had composed
the dua which was in existence among the Khojas till
recent times. Over the course of the years, however,
the dua underwent significant changes, as we shall
see further below. Yet another feature which
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distinguished the Xhojas from the followers of other
faiths was the vast body of ginan literature, which we
have already discussed in detail. These two essential
elements in the religious system of the Khoja Ismailis
were most characteristic and prominent hall-marks of
Indian Ismailism in the form in which it was practised.
Moreover, they have remained as an essential component
of the Tsmaili faith in East Africa up to date.
During the court-suit of 1905, several witnesses
affirmed that they had been hearing the dua and the
glnans recited in the jamatkhanas since the time they
could recall. This oractice was also stated to have
been as prevalent among the Ismailis in the time of the
Aga Khan I as it was in later years. By this time,
in fact, copies of the dua and the glnans had already
begun to be sold and distributed within the community.
In later years, both the dua and the glnans were
printed in the form of books, as was shown by the
evidence of several witnesses who had been responsible
for printing and publishing such books. These
printed copies of the dua and the ginans were presented
as exhibits in the court during the course of the
proceedings. In East Africa the Ismaili migrants
brought these two characteristic features of their
religious system along with them. As far as the
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self-image of the community was concerned, these
practices served the function of re-inforcing the
distinct identity of the people. In the ultimate
analysis, therefore, the roots of this distinct
identity were to be found in the religious system of
the community. The eventual emergence of the
Ismailis as a people who were clearly and most
strikingly demarcated from other communities in East
Africa, was a development whose rudiments, in the
first instance, were to be found in the sphere of their
religious practices. It may be true, as Morris
observed, that the differences between the different
communities became clear-cut only after sufficiently
large numbers of their members had settled in the
7
country. This may also have been true of the
Ismailis as far as the earliest phase of their
settlement is concerned. Nevertheless, it should be
noted that the roots of such a distinctive development
in their case are to be found, in the first instance,
in their religious system. To summarize the
discussion thus far, it can be said that besides the
fundamental Place of the 1'mSmat in the doctrinal system
of the Ismailis, the existence of the dug and the
glnans among them formed the most concrete and
observable proof of their distinctive identity.
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The subsequent history of the community saw the
evolution of a separate religious identity whose
basis lay in the established beliefs and rites which
we have discussed above. This process was equally
noticeable in East Africa. The vital centre of this
development was the .jamatkhana. In fact, as the
Ismailis busied themselves with the task of
organizing a self-contained community in which
economic and social prosperity figured as prominently
as their religious principles, the .IamStkhSna
assumed increasing importance. No account of the
religious and social life of contemporary Ehoja
Ismailis would be complete, therefore, without due
consideration of this most fundamental and central
feature of their organization.
In the chanter on the ginans, we noted that Pir
Sadardin is said to have established the first
.jamatkhana with a Mukhi or presiding officier in
p
Sindh." We have also seen that the followers of the
new faith were exhorted to attend the jamTTtkhangT
regularly for congregational prayer. In addition
to this, the .jamstkhsna was given an emphatic mystical
significance, for the Divine Light was held to be
present in it.^ Thus it is probable that an
elementary form of congregational organization had
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already been established by the time of the Firs.
In his judgement of the Khoja Case, Justice Arnold
noted the existence of jamatkhanas where the Ismailis
met regularly twice a day (i.e. at dawn and dusk)
to say their prayers and to perform their religious
ritesThese jamStkhanas were presided over by
and the Kamaria. The former term can be
roughly translated as "chief officer". The latter
has been said to be the equivalent of "treasurer".
The jamatkhana was thus the central Place where the
Ehoja Ismailis met as a congregation, and where their
sense of belonging to a common religious tradition
was accordingly re-inforced. At the same time, being
the place where they saw each other regularly, it also
became the potential centre of their social
organisation. Indeed in an elementary form, religion
and society had already become inter-mingled through
the jamatkhana. One can thus realize that it was by
no means an insignificant fact that in 1848, the
dissenting party who had fallen out with the main
body of the Fhojas established themselves in a
separate jamatkhana.^ For the building had come
to stand for the very existence of the Khoja Ismailis
as much in the religious as in the social sense.
?47
"During his first visit to East Africa in 1899,
the Aga Khan III stressed the importance of the
.Iamatkhana as a means of re-inforcing the religious
consciousness of the individual followers of the
faith. Congregational prayer was given a very high
degree of importance, and the Ismailis were asked to
attend the .iamatkhana regularly for prayers, except
in cases of illness or other important exigencies.
Similarly, in 1905, at Nairobi, the Imam reminded his
followers that in view of the fact that they had left
their parent-community in India to establish for
themselves a new home, the only way of preserving
awareness of their religious principles was through
regular prayer in the .jamatkhana. Over the course
of years, as the Ismailis came to incorporate the ideal
of maximum social progress as an important component
of their value-system, and as they consequently
developed a highly efficient net-work of schools,
hospitals and welfare institutions, the iamatkhana
became an increasingly important centre. Prom being
the nucleus of their religious and social life - which
it had already been since the earliest times - it now
evolved into a centre onto which their multifarious
institutions and activities converged . It was the
.iamatkhana which to a large extent rendered possible
the centralization necessary for such activities;
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and it was in the jamatkhana that important information
was disseminated. Syed Mujtaba Ali notes that the
jamatkhanas "remind us of the Fatimid House of
Wisdom in which their Majlises were held and although
we do not hear of any such institutions among the
Assassins of Alamut we shall not be very wrong to
consider the Jama'■at FhSnas made in imitation of
those. The Fatimid House of Wisdom existed side
by side with the orthodox Mosques and they as well
as the Jama'at Khanas remind us of the earliest
Mosques founded by the Prophet in Medina which were
used not only for prayers but meetings, transaction
with the non-Muslims, receiving ambassadors, treatment
12
of believers wounded in battle, etc." What is
important to note in this context is that for the
Khoja Israailis, such a development sprang from
their attempt to adapt themselves to the new conditions
in their respective countries, and to adopt the new
outlook on life, of which the Imam was an ardent
exponent. The jamatkhana was now no more solely a
place to oray in. The activities which took place
in it were no more confined to the recitation of
the dua and the grnahs. The .farmans and messages
of the Aga Khan were also proclaimed in the
jamatkhghas. Guidance and advice from the Imam,
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often sent in the form of detailed telegrams,
concerning such diverse issues as education, health,
care of children, the importance of loyalty to the
country of adoption, the need for acquiring
citizenshin of the East African countries in the
post-independence phase, etc., was regularly read
out in the jamatkhanas. In addition, leading
members of the community frequently made speeches on
topical issues and development projects. In this
way the jamatkhana, besides its importance as a
place of worship, became a centre where information
concerning Israaili activities could be disseminated,
where new ideas and adjustments could be instilled
into the members of the community, and where, above
all, the Ismailis settled in one locality could
remain up-to-date with the activities of fellow-
believers in other areas. It was also the venue
through which they could keep in touch with the
Imam's guidance and advice for topical problems
and matters of every-day life, through his farm^ns
and messages. Finally, when the Imam personally
visited his followers, he always gave audience to them
and sooke to them in the jamatkh^nas. In considering
the process of change affecting the values and moves
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of the Ismailis in East Africa, as the community
evolved towards a set-uo that incorporated the
ideals of secular progress, it cannot be over¬
emphasized that this process took place only
through the vital and multi-purposive role of the
.iamatkhana in the religious and social life of the
Ismailis•
One of the essential characteristics of the
progressive change in Khoja Ismaili doctrine since
the time of its original propagation has been the
steady drift from Hinduistic elements. This trend
was particularly marked during the Trnffmat of the
Aga Khan III, when the elimination of Indian
cultural traits was a definite and deliberate aim
of the Imam's policies. ?or, as the evidence of a
number of Khojas during the proceedings of the court-
suit in 1905 clearly shows;the community had still
15
retained important Hindu relics in their culture.
It v/as under the leadership of the Aga Khan III that
these cultural traits were progressively discarded,
and alternative features of the doctrine and of the
value-system of the Ismailis were brought to the fore¬
front with a new emphasis. On the whole, one would
not be wrong in asserting that the over-all trend in
Ismaili society consisted of a progressive march away
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from the Hindu component of Kho,ia tradition, and that
this trend has been in existence, even if only in a
latent and not fully recognized form, since an early
stage in the history of the faith. The belief in
the Imamat certainly contributed to this trend, for,
as we have noted earlier, in the case of the
Imamshahis, who were an off-shoot of the main body
of Patpanth tradition, and who thus shared
essentially common characteristics with the Kho.las
except for the belief in the Ismaili Tmainat, the
general tendency with the passage of time consisted
of what nearly amounted to a progressive absorption
in Hinduism."1"^
While the movement awav from Hindu beliefs and
of social and cultural traits derived from the
Hindu ethnic background was unmistakably there, the
direction towards which the religious thought in the
community was unfolding, had to be carefully keot
in view. "^or the path was beset bv not, a few
uncertainties or perils. In other words, if the
central and historical principles of Ismailism were
now to be arficulated in a new form, the latter had
to be carefully defined. Moreover, parallel to
the search in the community for a new and distinctive
social identity was ar. underlying awareness- that the
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religious identity of the neoole had to be as distinctly
and as unequivocally affirmed. Hence, whenever the
singularity of the doctrinal principles of Israailism
was liable to be obscured by either the intrusion
of non-Ismaili practices or the undesirable
predominance of the Hindu strand in the doctrine, or
through the potential confusion inherent in the
similarity of specific elements in the religious
thought and practice of the community with their
counterparts in other religious systems, the
imbalance had to be redressed. Thus, on the
ideational plane, one can discern here a movement which
in a general sense was parallel to that which one finds
on the social plane. Hor here again a distinctive
identity had to be nurtured. And here again the
line between alliance and amalgamation, and between
indifferent neutrality and active hostility had to
be discovered and vigilantly preserved.
As we have seen in the last chanter, the first
major Internal conflict in which the Ismaili community
was involved brought in its wake the crucial question
as to whether the Ismailis were Sunnls. The second
important manifestation of this conflict, and one which
markedly affected the community in East Africa,involved
hostility between the Ismailis and the Ithnacasheris •
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The ldealogies of both the faiths figured prominently
in a series of show-downs illustrating strong
antagonism between the two communities. Thus, while
the trend in the Ismaili community was in the direction
of a more delineated form of Israailism which took
account of basic Islamic principles, it was felt
that care ought to be taken to ensure that the
new form in which its beliefs were to be embodied,
was distinctive enough not to be confused with
either the Sunni or the Ithna'asberi interpretation
of Islam. As far as the Sunnls were concerned,
the belief in the Imamat was characteristic
enough for the Ismailis to be identified as
Shi'as. In regard to the Ithna'asheris,
however, who, as a community, were vehemently hostile
to the Ismailis in East Africa, the necessity for
differentiation was more pressing. Moreover, though
the Khoja Case of 1866 had centered round the
question as to whether the Isaallis were Sunnls, the
Sunni community itself, both in India as well as East
Africa, had never been in direct opposition to the
Israailis. The issue, therefore, was mainly between
the Ismailis and the Ithna'asheries. In the course
of this conflict, the differentiating function of the
Imamat was most vividly brought out. On one hand, the
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interpretation of the Imamat was formulated in
definitely Islamic terms. For the old form in which
the lamaill belief in Imamat had originally been
expounded in India, where the Firs had shrewdly made
use of the existing doctrine of divine incarnations as
a basis for the new faith, was de-emphasized. On
the other hand, it was asserted over and over again
that the essence of Ismail.ism consisted in the
acknowledgement of a living Imam and not a hidden
one. The stress on a living and ever-present Imam
and the opposition to the concent of the concealed
Imam is a feature by no means confined to
contemporary Ismailism. For it was equally
characteristic of Fatimid as well as TTizari Ismailism,
But in the specific circumstances in East Africa,
where there was a marked conflict with the
Ithna<asheris, with important repercussions on the
social relationships between the members of the
two communities, this doctrine received a special
importance. It is also interesting to note that
in the Tsmaili literature of this time, the
doctrinal nrincioles of the community were expounded
mainly on the basis of the Qurcan•
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Besides the principle of the continued presence
of a living Imam for the community, one finds a number
of other themes regarding the doctrine of the Imanat
in the literature of the time. Thus the Ithna casheris'
criticism of Tsmaili ideas concerning the Imamat
centered largely round the question as to how well-
versed the Imam was in Fit^h and to what extent he was
a Hafiz of the Qurcan. The Ismailis on the other
hand interpreted the Imaraat on Sufistic lines •
Accordingly, the Imam was held to possess the
knowledge of the "spirit" or '^essence" of the Qur(an
which was considered more important than its letter
(in ancient Ismailism the term used for this idea had
been ta'wll, which, however, has slightly different
connotations). The "inner" knowledge was in fact
considered superior to literal knowledge of the
15
scriptures. ^ Another point that was emphasized
strongly was the belief that the Imam's presence was
required primarily with a view to guidance regarding
adaptation of traditional principles to changing
16
times. It was also his task to point out the
ideal way in which religious beliefs could be
harmonized with the social and cultural
characteristics of any specific period . Moreover,
the Ismaili belief in the Imama. t had been
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increasingly "ratiohalizedy so that ideas regarding
his miraculous powers, for instance, were frowned on
both in the Imam's own teachings and in the official
•jv
literature of the community. Such an interpretation
also clashed with the interpretation of the Imamat that
prevailed among the Khoja Ithnacasheris of the period#
Thus a polemical text published in India by an Ismaili
writer reproduces (rather derisively) the question
addressed to the Ismailis by an Ithnatasheri as to
whether the Ismaili Imam possessed any signs of
miraculous powers, such as, for instance, the
17
capacity to resurrect a corpsei This illustrates
most clearly the difference in the criteria by which
the opnosing parties believed the Imamat was to be
judged .
In this way, the Ismailis succeeded to a
remarkable degree in avoiding the pitfalls that lay
in the possibility of their being confused with other
groups who were closely related to them on the social
and informal level. They were thus able to prevent
their own beliefs from being diluted or compromised
to any significant extent. Since the time of the
Khoja Case, and more specifically, during the Imamat
of the Aga khan III, individual members of the community
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seem to have been interested in probing into the
historical background of the doctrine they found
prevailing in the community. The lay followers of
the faith, indeed, had meagre knowledge of the history
of Ismailisra in the period preceding the conversion
in India. For instance, an Ismaili author, writing
in 1892» notes that one of the Kho.las, to whom he
happened to mention the fortress of Alamut was
totally ignorant of its whereabouts, and in fact
thought it was an other-worldly kingdom. By the
period of the Imamat of the Aga Khan III, this state
of affairs had been largely ameliorated. For
Ismaili publications during this period not only
displayed a knowledge of the pre-Indian phase of
Ismailism on the part of several members of the
community, but also reflected a noteworthy grasp of
the Qur'an. Associated with this process was a
general change in the form in which the essential
doctrines of Ismailism had been presented in India.
In the court-suit of 1905, for example, two of the
witnesses affirmed most categorically that they no
more gave serious attention to the concent of the
avtars preceding the Islamic revelation and the Imamat
of 'All. For, as they asserted, it was an important
principle of their faith that the memory of the earlier
?58
manifestations or signs of God ought to be supplanted
iq
by allegiance to the latest form of God's revelation.
This trend of thought was entirely in accordance with
the policy of the Imam. The latter also tried to
impress upon his followers that they ought to relate
their doctrines more clearly to the principles
embodied in the Qurcan. On the other hand, in
keening with the essential characteristic of Ismailism,
he insisted that a true understanding of the spirit
of the Qurcan was more desirable than the mere recitation
of it without understanding of its contents. A.s a
matter of fact, the mystical component of Ismailism
was supremely important, and served the function,
among other things of enabling it to be distinguished
from other groups on a fundamental level. The Qurcan
according to the teachings of the Imam, was to be
interpreted in essentially the same light in which
the Ifathnawi of Jalal-ad-dIn Rumi was understood.
Thus the superiority of the ba^in over the zahir
was continuously stressed. We shall return to a
fuller discussion of the mysticism in contemporary
Ismailism, at a later stage. For the moment, the
central focus of our attention fs the process of change
in certain spheres of the religious practices of the
community, and their co-relation with similar or
equivalent developments in the social milieu.
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One of the moat significant changes in the
religious rites of the Tsmailis over this time seems
to have been the elimination of the oractice of
commemorating the martyrdom of Imam TJusayn in the
month of Muharram. As was shown in the court-suits
of 1866 and 1905, the Ismailis commemorated the
martyrdom of Imam Husayn through the bayan (or
Kisa), or recitation of the tragedy, in the month of
Muharram. It should be noted that this was wholly
consistent with the doctrinal beliefs of the Ismailis,
since they are, to begin with, Shicites. Moreover,
while the Tsmailis in Bombay, for instance, attended
the narration of the bayan, they nevertheless
refrained from attending the recitation of the
rozakhani, which includes the mention of the twelve
Imams of the Tthnacasheris. In spite of this,
however, the opposing oarty in the suit against the
Aga Khan in 1905 asserted that this practice served
to vindicate the claim that the Ismailis were in
reality Ithnacasheris. The abolition of any form of
commemoration of the martyrdom of Husayn was thus a
logical sequel to the court-case. At the same time,
it was also thoroughly congruous with the tendency
among the Ismailis, during the same period, to cut
off their social ties with the Ithnacasheris.
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Thus the over-all development in the sphere of
religious beliefs and practices of the Israailis in
East Africa (in common with the Kho;ja Ismailis in
other countries as well) consisted of a fresh
realization of the distinctive features of Ismailism.
This re-assertion of the essential principles of
Ismailism took place within an Islamic framework.
At the same time, these principles were distinctive
enough to set them aoart as a separate group within
the Muslim community. The Imamat was the most
characteristic feature making for this distinctiveness.
The specific nature of the religious practices of the
community (performed in the jamatkhana), and the
highly pronounced mysticism in the doctrine, were
other features setting the Israailis apart from the
other Muslim groups around them.
One of the important developments in the social
domain of the Ismailis in East Africa which we have
considered in the last chapter was their emergence as
a highly organized community, sharply demarcated from
the other communities constituting its social milieu.
Although the whole of the doctrinal system of the
Ismailis in itself may not have been consciously
directed so as to render various elements in it
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compatible with corresponding demands of the social
milieu, one can nevertheless detect important co-
relations between the two Phenomena. A most important
instance of this is to be found in the fact that in
the religious thought of the Ismailis, a heavy stress
is laid on the moral value of brotherhood, and the
principle of mutual help. On the concrete level,
this had the effect of serving as a catalyst in the
emergence of the Ismailis as an exclusive community,
with a well-defined social identity. In othgrT
words, the principle of treating fellow Ismailis as
bretheren in faith, which was essentially a religious
principle and was obligatory upon every Ismaili
individual, served the function of bringing the
Israailis closer to one another. This led to a
remarkable display of social solidarity and a
constant readiness for mutual help. It was this
passionate willingness to stand by one another in
times of adversity, when new projects had tb be
undertaken, which was responsible for the various
institutions that appeared in the economic,
educational and social spheres of the community over
the course of time. Hence the spiritual merit
attached to the ideal of co-ooeration and harmony in
the doctrinal system of the Ismailis furnished a strong
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impetus to the social progress of the community.
In a nutshell, it can be safely stated that in the
ultimate analysis, it was the religion which had the
effect of cementing the Ismailis together, thus
enabling them to pull their resources together with
a view to the social betterment of the community
members. This does not mean, of course, that the
system of moral values in Ismailisra, which at this
period laid a most emohatic stress on the value of
internal harmony and concerted effort in the
community, was deliberately cultivated or explicitly
intended for the development of the type of
institutions that emerged in later .years. That such
an aim was part of the reason for this particular
emphasis is obviously true. At the same time, it
should also be noted that in the religious system of
the Ismailis, the principle of mutual goodwill and love
appears as a value in itself. The ultimate argument
for the desirability of this principle is to be found
in the specific details of the metaphysical component
of the Ismailis' world-view. Nevertheless, in spite
of this non-wordly connotation of the value of
brotherhood, it is clear that the importance assigned
to this idea had a definite and most concrete
function from the point of view of the social
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advancement of the members of the community. This
dual implication of the value attached to the quality
of brotherhood within the community, i.e. the purely
religious and ethical as well as mundane schemes of
meaning attached to it, can be detected in a number
of farmans to the community made by both the previous
Imam and the present one. Associated with the stress
on the spirit of brotherhood was the severe
condemnation of those attitudes or habits that were
likely to provoke friction or animosity within the
community. Thus slander, envy, enmity towards each
other, and other destructive expressions of egotism,
were severely condemned. Calumny, causing hardship
to others, or coveting others* superior advantages,
were all labelled as manifestations of a "spiritual
disease". Similarly, solicitous care of the sick,
the poor, or the infirm, was highly commended, for
"if a man appropriates the property of an old,
destitute woman, which he holds in trust (amanat)
how can such a sin ever be forgiven? From such money,
if one buys a single loaf, it will be a source of
torment for hira on the Day of Judgement, and demand
21
a reckoning." Thus attitudes or actions which
fostered negative .feelings towards one another were
considered morally blameworthy, and this was
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emphasized time and again. Any friction or instances
of negativism displayed in the community were
considered injurious to the whole society, for the
Imam and his followers were considered, in the
religious system, as bound to one another in a
mystical sense. Conversely, actions promoting the
over-all welfare of the community were considered
highly commendable. According to the teachings of
the Imam, service to bretheren, in fact, was
considered more meritorious than service dedicated
to the Imam himself. Similarly, internal
discipline and solidarity were considered to be
absolutely necessary if the goals of the community
were to be achieved. In this way, a strong feeling
of unity was fostered in the community. To be sure,
this theme was as much a characteristic of the Imam's
advice to his followers elsewhere as it was of his
farmaria to those in East Africa. Eor example, after
the creation of Dakistan, the Imam urged uoon his
followers there not to consider themselves basically
different from those of their fellow-believers who had
migrated there from India, "for no Ismaili should say




The above farman is an excellent illustration
not only of the importance attached to the ideal of
unity, but, even more interestingly, of the
significance with which this ideal was invested on
account of its being backed by a religious language.
The use of the termsmuha.jir and ansar, which have an
historical importance derived from the life of the
Prophet, is highly interesting. A similar spirit
pervaded the Imam's teachings to his followers in
East Africa where, as we have seen, it had equally
far-reaching effects. The following farmSn is
typical of the many advices given to the community
on this theme:
"As you have in your body the flesh and blood of
your worldly parents, similarly you have in your
soul that of your Spiritual Father? by this you
should understand that you are the Spiritual
Ohildren of your Spiritual Father. You are the
2 a
sons of one father and brothers to one another."
Thus, on the basis of this essentially religious
character of the emphasis on the value of co-operation
and mutual help, the Ismailis developed a remarkable
measure of solidarity in their communal organization.
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It was this quality which enabled then to exploit their
resources on an extensive scale, and channel them into
the numerous institutions they succeeded in creating.
In the midst of this develonnent, the Imam continued
to provide his followers with the incentive to work
harder, to draw closer together and to undertake
increasingly ambitious projects. The principle of
mutual good-will and co-operation now proved to have an
immediate and tangible value. As the community
applied itself to the task of strengthening itself
through a highly specialized and intricate organization,
especially during and after the period of the second
world war, the Aga Khan III (who, his political career
as the President of the League of Nations having come
to an end with the onset of the war, had now retired
to Switzerland );continued to remind his followers,
through telegrams, of the importance of the saying
"Union is Strength"The principle he tried to
instil into the Ismailis, as they extended and followed
up the important projects they had undertaken for the
social and economic advancement of the community, is
tellingly summarized in the laconic motto the Imam
himself sent them through a telegram - "Bach for All
and All for Bach"
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The present Aga Khan has laid stress on the need
for a spirit of co-operation within the community on
the same lines as did his predecessor. The following
farmans reflect most vividly the religious significance
of this stress. Its implications for the efforts of
the Ismailis in the social and economic fields are
equally obvious :
"Remember that both in this world and in the next,
you will be greatly rewarded for loving your
brothers and sisters and supporting each other on
every occasion."
And, on the same note:
"Remember that every little service you perform
for your brothers and sisters will be rewarded
21
to you many times over."
The discussion above leads us next to examine the
relationship of the Ismailis to the other communities
in East Africa, on the religious level. This is an
important line of inquiry since it enables us to study
one of the essential aspects of contemporary Ismailism
on the basis of a specific mode of analysis. In the
last chapter, we dwelt at some length on the subject
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of the relationship of the Ismailis to some of the
other communities which constituted their social
environment. In the discussion that follows, we
shall attempt to study the dynamics of this
relationship on the religious plane . In other words,
we shall be asking the question, "What attitudes,
derived from their religious ideas, did the Ismailis
adoot towards the other important communities in
East Africa with which it had dealings?" Since the
Ismailis are Muslims, and since their religious system
makes no express reference to non-'Tuslim doctrines,
we shall limit ourselves to discussing the place of
the Israailis within the Islamic faith as a whole, in
the East African context. In other words, therefore,
we shall examine the relationship of the Ismailis,
particularly with reference to their doctrinal system,
with the other Muslim communities in East Africa.
No doubt, the question of the attitude of the Ismailis
to Islam is not necessarily the same as that of their
actual relationship to the various Muslim communities
domiciled in the country. Nevertheless, one can
assume that their interpretation of Islam and their
attitude to other schools of thought within Islam
would influence, if not determine, their actual dealings
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with the Muslim communities with which they found
themselves to he in contact. In its turn, the special
features of the interactions of the Israailis with the
other Muslim communities would be reflected in their
doctrinal system. Here again, therefore, we shall
assume a dialectical relationship between the religious
and the social soheres of the community.
Before going on with discussing the actual
details of the standpoint of the Ismail is in regard to
other schools of Islam, it is worthwhile to consider
what lines of interpretation can be usefully employed
in such a study. One particular mode of analysis is
that suggested by that part of the sociology of
religion which is concerned with the dynamics of
sectarian movements. The classic study of the
contrasting attitudes of the "church" and the "sect",
which are two of the "types" in which Christian groups
23
are classified, was made by Ernst Troeltsch. In
recent years, B.B. Wilson has brought to light
interesting material concerning the emergence and
29
subsequent careers of Christian sects. Several
other sociologists have also devoted attention to the
contrasting phenomena of "sect" and "church" within
go
the <brbit of Christianity. In general, the
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differences between the "church" and the "sect" as
seen by sociologists such as those mentioned above,
are as follows: The nucleus of sectarian protest is
to be found in the uncompromising rejection of the
prevailing social order. The church, on the other
hand, has an over-all attitude of acceptance of the
prevailing order. Motivated by the aim of dominating
the masses, it attempts to compromise with the social
order which experience has taught its members to accept
as normal (although within this over-all acceptance
there are degrees of compromise which a church is
willing to seek). The sect, on the other hand,
withdraws, or aims at withdrawing, from the social
order, and is more often than not, in varying degrees,
opposed to the state, which is an embodiment of the
prevailing order. Owing to its rennnciation of the
aim of dominating the masses, the sect is usually
organised in small groups. Moreover, in view of the
centrality of opposition to the prevailing order in
the idealogy of the sect, its members are more often
than not drawn from the lower and disgruntled classes.
While membership of the church is compulsory, that of
the sect is usually voluntary. Understandably enough,
again, the sect is anti-clerical in attitude and is
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hostile to official theologians. Indeed in most cases
it is even opposed to learning. As a natural
consequence of these attitudes, the sect displays a
marked intensity in its religious ideas, and is
inclined to lay stress on individual and inward
perfections. There is thus an emphasis on an element
of directness in personal religious fellowship - which
is reflected in ideals of religious equality and
brotherly love. Unlike the church, again, the sect
generally causes its members to be united on a basis
of personal intimacy. Its hatred for the church tends
to be expressed in the accusation that the latter is
somehow degenerate, in that it is alleged to have
fallen short of the original spirit of the scriptures.
In accordance with this, the sect calls for a return
to the pristine simplicity of the scriptures. It is
also overwhelmingly idealistic (at times, indeed,
fanatically so), and tends to lay heavy stress on the
conditions of poverty and frugality as indications of
religious piety. finally, its preponderant idealism
frequently finds expression in millenarian expectations.
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Another interesting feature of the sociological
description of religious groups is to be found in the
hypothesis that a sect succeeds in retaining its
essential characteristics only in the early stages of
its development; that, sooner or later, it is
compelled to undergo certain modifications in its
peculiar temper and to settle into a more abiding
form. This suggestion takes into account the fact
that the peculiar intensity of religious fervour, so
much a hall-mark of the sect, cannot be indefinitely
sustained; that the sect is invariably forced at some
point or another in its career to "deal" with the worlet,
much though it may dislike such a transaction; that
the desire for "respectability", the need for
administrative institutions, as well as the
relatively lukewarm allegiance of the second generation,
lead to a tempering of the zealous idealism of the
earlier chase. Such a sect, which has substantially
abandoned or modified its original characteristics,
is termed a "denomination".
It is at once clear that the system of
classification based on the typology of the "church"
and the "sect" is inapplicable in the consideration of
Islamic communities and the nature of the relationship
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among them. For one thing, in the area under
consideration, i.e. the Bast African countries, Islam
is not a state-religion. This makes the study of the
attitude of the Ismailis to other forms of Islam more
complex. Again, one of the important institutions
reflecting the difference between the church and the
sect, viz. the ministry, is absent in Islam in the
sense it is understood in Christianity. In the
Ismaili community, the absence of the priesthood is
all the more marked, and the task of imparting
religious instruction is generally carried out by lay
men of diverse occupations. Thus it is not in any
way a matter of slightest surprise for an Ismaili
group in a specific locality to have a doctor, the
manager of a firm, or a prosperous businessman,
delivering sermons on matters of faith. He may also
expound points of doctrine or matters pertaining to
the economic or social spheres of the community in the
same breath. For these aspects of an Ismaili's life
are not considered fundamentally diverse. Finally,
it should be noted that the sociological studies of
sects have generally been devoted to those religious
groups who have only recently come into existence.
In other words, such studies deal only with a tirae-ppan
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over which the emergence and the subsequent development
of the sects can be observed without having to grapple
with the difficulties created by a long history.
These reservations make the application of the church-
sect typology inapplicable in the c ase of the Ismailis,
Nevertheless, the analysis is useful from the heuristic
point of view. For it enables us to ask questions
regarding such essential features of religious
societies as their attitude towards the world , their
moral and soiritual fervour, their ideas concerning
their own role in the world, etc. It also enables
us to consider how far such features may undergo
alteration with the passage of time. The general line
of inquiry suggested by this discussion will thus
enable us to ask certain important questions regarding
the attitude of the Ismailis in East Africa towards
the other Muslim communities settled in the country,
although the answers to these questions will not add
up, naturally, to any one particular "type". Nor will
the characteristics of the Ismaili community in this
context be expected to be found in identifiable clusters.
Another specific line of inquiry which would
enable us to ask certain helpful questions regarding
the attitude of the Ismailis to other communities with
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whom they were related on the basis of their
religious beliefs, is that suggested in W. Montgomery
Watt's study of Islam. Watt considers the historical
development of Islam and the integration of diverse
peoples, as well as the emergence of schisms within
the general body of Islam, to be determined by the
"will to unity" on one hand and the "will to disunity"
or, better still, the "will to separation", on the
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other hand . These terms are intended not as
theoretical concepts but "as indicating that there is
in a society or a group a general trend towards or
52
away from unity". Thus, the various societies
which over the course of Islamic history came to be
integrated as oarts of the over-all Islamic Society,
were motivated by the "will to unity", the latter
derived, of course, from a variety of economic, social
and ideational forces. Conversely, the oooosition
of such groups as the Shica and the Khawarij to the
body-politic, was derived from the "will to separation",
which, once again, owed itself to the combined
influence of specific social, economic, and ideational
factors. What is important to note in this connection
is that these opposing trends described by Watt are
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extreme types, and that in practice one can detect
degrees of integration and separation which fall short
of both total assimilation and absolute severance.
What is even more important, as Watt admits, is the
fact that certain grouDS within a larger society may
adopt a neutral attitude towards the other groups
of which that particular society is composed: "Within
a great society .... such as the Islamic empire, there
are smaller societies, and membership of one of these
does not necessarily involve opposition to others ..•• . c
In such a case membership of one society .... may be
accompanied by an attitude to other societies within
the great society which is roughly one of neutrality . •• c »
Common membership of the greater society limits the
■z-z
opposition to other societies." Bearing these
general points in mind, we can now proceed to an
examination of the attitude of the Israailis in Bast
Africa to the Islamic community at large. Since we
have already examined the social dynamics of this
relationship, and the actual events or concrete
institutions that serve as a reflection of these
dynamics in the last chapter, in what follows we shall
pay attention mostly to the specific elements in the
religious system of the Ismailis which throw light
on this relationship.
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We have already seen earlier that under the
leadership of the Aga Khan III, the Ismailis came to
understand and expound the Islamic content of their
faith more clearly. The Hindu elements in their
theology and culture were correspondingly de-emphasized•
The main result of this development was that they
understood their doctrine in a more clear-cut manner,
xvithin the over-all framework of Islamic thought.
The question at once arises, therefore, as to what
particular standpoint did the Tsmailis adopt towards
other interpretations of Islam, embodied in the various
Muslim communities. By conventional usage, of course,
the Ismailis have usually been labelled as a "sect" •
The use of this term, however, is obviously question-
begging. What is important to note is that the fact
that the predominant drive in the Ismaili community in
East Africa was towards being a self-contained society —
and in this, as we have already seen, they achieved a
remarkable degree of success —is an indication of
their urge to preserve a separate and distinctive
identity. In its negative aspects, this tenaciousness
led to a markedly isolationist attitude, frequently
characterized by a complacent aloofness from other
communities. Again, as we have seen, the strong
emphasis placed on the spirit of co-operation and
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mutual help in the community underlined its close-
knit character. Through the central and unifying
role of the Imamat, through the distinctive set of
beliefs and practices in the community, and through
its multifarious institutions, the Ismailis came to
be remarkably close-knit. Each member of the
community recognized his fellow-member in a special and
intimate sense. There wa3 thus a unique sense of
"fellowship", an intense awareness of belonging to a
common body, which was responsible for an impressive
display of discipline, solidarity, and mutual affection
among the Ismailis. Regular attendance in the
,jamatkhana and the immense importance ascribed to
congregational prayer provided a spiritual impetus to
these feelings. In the earliest years, the
historical legacy of persecution had not yet been
forgotten, and, perhaps, contribtited to the tenaciousness
with which the members of the community were attached
to one another. The emphasis placed on egalitarianism,
and on the ideal that the rich should not be haughty
and neglect the poor, or that the wealthy members of
the community ought to mix with the poor on equal
terms, was also most striking. "In our religion,
one may be a saiyad, a great man, or a small man, but
?7 9
they are all miAnins .... Those men are great whose
deeds are great."^ — this farman, and others like
it, added to the importance of the virtue of
brotherliness and equality and through the religious
meaning with which it was invested . On the whole,
these events contributed to what may be called an
intense group experience. This experience was also
paralleled by a corresponding intensity in the
religious faith, consisting in the fervour with which
the individual Ismaili sought to attain purity and
perfection in the sight of God, for an unmistakably
strong emphasis was placed on individual accountability
before God.
Despite these characteristics making for a
remarkable group solidarity and a marked intensity of
religious experience within the coranrnnity, the attitude
of the Ismailie towards other religious groups,
especially Muslim groups, was one of neutrality. In
later years, this attitude changed into one of active
friendship and collaboration. Thus the history of
the relations of the Ismailis with other Muslims
communities Is characterized by an avoidance of
antagonism in the early years, replaced eventually by
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a spirit of friendly co-existence. These attitudes
were derived, of course, from the doctrinal system,
which in the case of contemporary Ismailisra consists,
to a large extent, of the farmans of the Imam. This
Important aspect of the religious thought of the
community can best be studied by direct reference to
relevant farmans illustrating the standpoint adopted
by the Ismailis towards other forms of Islam (a
standpoint, incidentally, which also serves a highly
useful purpose in elucidating their self-image).
We have already seen how, over the course of
the initial, chase of their settlement in East Africa,
the Ismailis were faced with a dire threat to their
distinctive identity through the conflict with the
dissenting members of the community, most of whom
seceded and joined the Ithna'aaheri faith. Parallel
to this development was the abolition of the recital
of the Kisa in the community, and a gradual elimination
of those practices which were liable to be confused
with similar practices among the Shi'a
Ithna'asheris. We have also noted the severance of
social intercourse with the Ithna'asheris on the part
of the Ismaili community. In the midst of these
developments, the Imam tried hard to prevent a
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conflagaration or hostile encounter arising out of
what was indeed a highly volatile situation. In
practice, no doubt, it was a long time before the
formidable intensity with which the Ismailis and the
Ithnacasheris hated each other began to wane. This
unmitigated antipathy towards each other left deep
scars on both sides. A.s far as the Ismailis were
concerned, it was even responsible for a feeling of
exaggerated self-importance and an almost morbidly
pronounced defensiveness. But the eventual outcome
of the community's uncompromising attitude towards
internal dissent which, if permitted to continue, was
likely to lead to dilution or modification of the
doctrine, combined wj th anxious pleas by the Imam
for avoiding any active animosity, was the evolution
of a distinctive pattern of religious ideas. The
essential features of the resulting picture were as
distinct from Shica Islam (as represented by the
Ithnacasheri faith) as they were from Sunn I Islam.
Bv the same token, there was a greater willingness
to accommodate the Sunni interpretation within the
orbit of general acceptance and tolerance than it
would have been possible had the Shlca dogmas been
carried to their logical extreme. Thus the over-all
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result of this development was a re-assertion on the
part of the Ismailis of their historical distinctiveness
and, consequently, of a marked sense of independence
in the doctrinal system. At the same time, however,
there was a clear demonstration of a sense of
belonging to the religion of Islam on the wbole, and
this awareness was reflected in the farmans of the
Imam. Thus, the tendency to draw an absolute line
between the Sunnis and the Shicas and to consider
them as being on opposite poles, and to identify
Muslirn groups as belonging to one or the other camp,
is, in its extreme implications, far from justifiable
as far as East Africa is concerned. A consideration
of some relevant farmans dealing with the developments
we have been discussing would help to clarify them.
During his first visit to East Africa in 1899»
the Imam, in a farman made to the Ismailis at
Dar-es-Salam, urged them not to nurse any animosity
towards those who had opted out of the faith, for"to
hurt anyone, to cause injury to him, to hurt his
feelings, or to stir up friction" within antagonistic
parties, were all condemned as 3igns of a detestable
"55
disposition. In the same year, the Imam severely
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criticized the Shife tradition of cursing the first
three Caliphs of Islam, symbolized by the burning of
their effigies. To direct abusive remarks at them,
said the Imam, was a sign of one's own shortcoming,
for "from the mu'min's mouth there should be no words
of curse or condemnation. The mucmin's mouth is like
a garden which always exudes the sweet scent of its
blossoms," On a similar note, several farmans
made by the Imam in India contained the same injunction
to his folloY/ers to refrain from attacking the seceders
or showing enmity towards them, and to accept the
37
differences between them with tolerance and neutrality.
Again, at Zanzibar, in 1914, the Imam once again tried
to convince his followers that it was undesirable to
deride or belittle other faiths.^® A message sent
to the East African Ismailis in 1933 reiterated the
same idea: "we always respect others' faiths and defend
3Q
only when others attack ours."^ In the same year,
on meeting representatives of the jarnat in Muscat, at
Bombay, the Imam remarked how satisfied he was to learn
that the Ismailis in Muscat refrained from criticizing
the first three Caliphs of Islam.^ Several years
later, the Aga Khan was to elaborate on the same theme
at Karachi, in a farman that had a wider significance
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for all the Ismailis settled in different parts of the
globe :
"The Ismaili faith always looks ahead * It does
not Iftok behind. What happened a thousand years ago
is now a natter of the past. Now you must concentrate
on strengthening the faith. There is no need to
revive old memories .... To encourage enmity between
the Shlca and the ounnls amounts to weakening rslam.
You should stop thinking about what Yazid was like.
This is not our concern now. We are all brothers in
the faith, saying the single kalima, 'La ilaha ilia
'llah, MuhammaduTi rasulu ^lah. You now ought to
beware of today's ^azid Ci»e. new dangers to the
faith] and refrain from doing anything that would
weaken Islam. What is the point in continuing to
think about what happened a thousand years ago? Why
should one go on being bitter? This would lead to
nothing but schisms within Islam, to futile recriminations
between the Sunnis and the Shi'as, which should be
avoided at all costs. There are those who believe
differently. The fSunnite jamat respects Mucawiya.
Why should we be hostile to them?"^
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Thus, on the basis of this anxious determination
to avoid hostile recriminations between members of
different sects, the Aga Khan tried to foster among
his followers a sense of integral membership of the
Islamic community at large. At the same time, as we
have seen, the Ismailis retained their own distinctive
tenets and practices which set them apart from the
various other Muslim communities. The duality
involved in this position was recognized by the
Aga Khan in the following oroclamations issued by him:
"Ismailis have always believed and have been
taught in each generation by their Imams that they
hold the rightful interpretation of the succession
to the Holy Prophet, but that is no reason why
other Muslims, who believe differently, should not
be accepted as brothers in Islam and dear in
person, and prayed for, and never publicly or
privately condemned, leave alone abused.
And, on the same note,
"It is the pride of the Ismailis that we firmly
believe that the world of spiritual enlightenment
has come as a truth from the inception of Islam
to this day with the Imamate and carries with it
?86
as one of its necessary consequences: love,
tenderness, kindliness and gentleness towards
first, our brother and sister Muslims of all sects
and secondly, to those who live in righteousness,
A
conscience and justice towards their fellow men p
If these messages have been cited at length, it
is because they best illustrate the noticeable change
in emphasis as the years went by —the allegiance
formerly demanded of the individual Ismaili exclusively
by the community itself, was now re-channelled into
the pursuit of a wider ideal. Nevertheless, such a
position necessitated a modification in the attitude
of the community towards the historical differences
between the Sunni and the Shlfa. Accordingly, while
the general conception of Islamic history among Ismaili
authors had hitherto been essentially the same as the
classic stand taken by the Shitas, namely that the
Prophet himself had appointed cAli as his successor
and that the first three Caliphs had thus usurped
his rights, the Aga Khan, in a proclamation in 195 4
suggested a radically new interpretation of the origin
of Shicas which is more in keening with the predominant
historical view within Islam:
287
"Originally after the death of the Prophet, the
Muslims were united and there was no question of Shiah
and Sunni till after the murder of Khalifa Osman.
Then the world of Islam was divided into two branches,
which in Arabic means two Shiahs, namely two sections.
One was known as the Shiah of Hazrat Aly, the other
as the Shiah of Muavia. These two remained till such
time as Imam Hasan made his peace with Muavia, when
Muavia became the undisputed Caliph and the Shiahs
of Muavia became the great central stream of Islam
and the majority, while the Shiahs of Hazrat Aly
remained as the other section. To that section of
Hazrat Aly the Ismailis belong,
"They take the view that Hazrat Aly having himself
co-operated with the first three Caliphs, it is not
now for us to judge the first three Caliphs but to
respect their memory as Hazrat Aly himself did all
his life according to historians even in Persia,
"We believe that the Imamate belongs to the House
of the Prophet but that for reasons best known to
himself, Hazrat Aly did not raise the question during
the lifetime of the first three Caliphs and that it
is good enough for us not to raise the question which
he did not raise himself.
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"In this way, though Shiahs of Aly, we can
sincerely Join in the prayer that Allah may in His
A A
great mercy forgive the sins of all Muslims,"
One cannot but detect in the above passages an
example of the idealistic enthusiasm for "Pan-Islamic
unity which was an important characteristic of
Islamic thought at this period . To a large extent,
the Aga Khan's position as a leading figure in Islam
during his time contributed to the impressiveness of
his support to this cause. On this wider Islamic
front, the Aga Khan, in his role as a Muslim leader
rather than an Ismaili Imam, zealously espoused the
conception of such an over-all unification:
"And as it is essential to re-establish the
religious unity of the Ummat (the nation of believers)
a real rapprochement and consequent union between
Sunnis and Shias should be aimed at and worked for.
Even a unification of the four Judicial schools which
exist within the orthodoxy itself may be realized,
A tremendously powerful and unshakeable religious
AS
unity may thus be achieved."^
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Yet one may note that such views coming as they
were from the Aga Khan, had an especial significance.
For they clearly reflect a desire on the part of the
Ismailis to negotiate with the other Islamic communities
and to expand the frontiers of their own spiritual
concerns,
Last but not the least, it is interesting to note
that the present Aga Khan has shown himself to be
predisposed in the same direction and as earnestly
so as his predecessor, in the matter of establishing a
spiritual and social traffic between his followers and
the other Islamic communities. Like his grandfather,
again, he has been lending material support to
undertakings and projects which help towards making
the barriers between the various Islamic communities
less rigid and recalcitrant. Again, his farmans to hfe
own community regarding the necessity and the role
of faith in their lives, contain as many references to
Islam as to Ismailism. One particular indication of
this policy of bringing about a more effective
rapprochment with Islam, is to be found in his talk to
the Muslim students at Makerere University College at
Kampala, when he advised them to work towards a stronger
emphasis on the common factors between the various
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Islamic school rather than the differences among them.
For, to dwell on the differences between the sects,
which he rather aptly called the tendency to "rub salt
into historical wounds", was, he said, highly
46
undesirable and inaopropriate in the modern situation.
To summarize the discussion thus far, we have
observed how the Ismailis' conception of their own
position in relation to other Muslim communities, and
the importance of this conception in their value system,
underwent an important change with the passage of years.
Essentially, this change consisted in an increasingly
stronger affirmation of the "will to unity". In the
early years, the attitude of the Israailis to the other
religious groups forming their social environment was
characterized by a position of neutrality. Any
hostility or friction between themselves and the other
communities was precluded by their doctrine, in which
the necessity of peaceful co-existence had been strongly
entrenched as an important value, through repeated
farmans of the Imam. In fact, the seeds of the "will-
to-unity" that emerged in later years were to a large
extent present in this initial attitude of neutrality.
Meanwhile, within the boundaries of their own community,
the Ismailis successfully retained their self-contained
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structure and their distinctive doctrines. An intense
emphasis on co-operation and concerted effort within the
community, and a readiness to accept the existence of
other groups sharing common Islamic ideals thus went
hand in hand •
Finally, in line with the developments we have
discussed up to this stage, we might proceed to glance
at the process of change in certain other aspects of
the religious system of the community —a process
which would clearly reflect, once again, a progressive
elimination of Hindu relics in Satpanth Ismailism,
and the corresponding emergence of a more distinctly
Islamic orientation. It is necessary to repeat that
the new emphasis, though explicitly Islamic, was
neither wholly Sunnite nor simply Shicite in nature.
Rather, it would appear to be an independent and
distinctive form of Islam, with a preponderant mystical
component. In this sense, therefore, it can be said
that the change took place essentially in the
direction of an emphatic re-assertion of Ismaili
principles. Two aspects of the religious system
which we may single out here, as most vividly
reflecting this process, are the eschatology or the
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conception of after-life in contemporary Ismailism, and
the daily prayer or dug recited in the ,1amatkhan5s.
It is necessary here to recapitulate briefly the
eschatological framework of Satoanth Ismailism (which
has been discussed in the chapter on the glnSns),
in order to be able to see the contemporary view-point
in perspective. As we noted then, the ideas concerning
after-life reflect perhaps more vividly than any
other part of the glnan literature, the peculiar
tension between the Hindu and the Islamic elements
in Satpanth. The concept of re-incarnation and the
idea of the futility involved in endless cycles of
existence for those who failed to liberate themselves
from this eternally revolving wheel of birth and death,
existed alongside notions of paradise and hell which
were clearly Islamic. In latter-day Ismailism, the
theory of re-incarnations persisted as an important
element in the eschatology, In this notion, in fact,
one could most clearly see a cardinal aspect of
Hindu philosophy retained in Ismailism. Hut over the
passage of years, in the official teaching at least,
this idea was almost entirely superceded by an
alternative comprehension of the after-life. In
keeping with the developments in other important aspects
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of the doctrinal system, the new conception did not
tally exactly with the notions generally held among
the Sunnls and the Shi^as, but was rather a clear
expression of the mystical strand in Ismailism.
Thus the supreme paradise was seen as the state of
bliss or rapture following upon the vision and
experience of the Divine. Conversely, hell was
thought of as the state of anguish resulting from the
separation of the human spirit from its source, and
consequently, the loss of the joy, the sustenance and
the peace drawn from contact with the Divine. The
most laudable aim of the mu'min was said to consist
in the yearning for progress along the infinite
ladder of spiritual progress - in other words, for
an ever closer approach to the Divine Essence. The
notion of a corporeal paradise, offering material
comforts and pleasures, was criticized. Eor, in the
Imam's words,
"The man with true understanding must have a finer
aim, namely that the soul may return to that native
abode whence it has come. He should ponder over this •
He should ask himself where the soul will go after
death, and he should cultivate such courage as would
enable him to reach his real home•
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"Just as the water in a river finally pours into
the sea, so does man's soul ultimately sink back into
a fathomless ocean. The soul, too, has its own
ocean for which it yearns, and it will one day merge
into it. Man should always aspire after reaching his
true home."
Criticizing the ambition on the part of believers
to gain access to a paradise which offered material
comforts, the Imam went on to explain his conception
of the souls
"You must ask yourself, within your depths, what
the soul is. It is your soul within you which forbids
you to act unreasonably and encourages you to act
righteously^
There are numerous farmans regarding after-life
but the one quoted above is typically representative,
and serves to illustrate the notion of man in
contemporary Ismailism, and the conception of his fate
in the hereafter. In a nutshell, in Ismaili philosophy,
man is considered to have a nature loftier in its
essence than that of angels, but acts unworthy of this
high stature are believed to make his soul "lethargic"
A Q
or "dense", and, consequently, earth-bound.
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We might next turn to the important subject of
the dua or the daily prayer of the Ismailis, and
consider the changes that it underwent over the course
of years. The first point that immediately strikes
one in connection with the oractice of daily prayer
among the Ismailis is the overwhelming importance
ascribed to it in the doctrine. In his memoirs, the
Aga Khan, describing his conception of Islam, made a
special mention of the value of daily prayer and the
benefits derived from it. As he put it, "Prayer is a
dally necessity, a direct communication of the spark
with the universal flame". 7 This notion was also
emphasized in his farmans to his own community. The
times of prayer (i.e. dawn, dusk and late evening) were
required to be observed scrupulously. The dua is
always recited in the jamatkhana during these three
times of the day, and attendance is considered binding
on all. However, in case one is unable to make it to
the jamatkhana on time, he is expected to recite the
prayer on his own. This insistence on the regular
and constant observance of the prayer is clearly
intended to serve the purpose of re-inforcing the
religious consciousness of each individual believer.
9n more than one occasion, the Aga Khan described the
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habit of praying daily as the foundation of iroan
(faith). The present Aga Khan, in his farmans, has
laid the same amount of emphasis on the value of daily
prayer.
As we have noted earlier in this study, the dua"
is said to have been composed originally by ?Ir
Sadardln, though one particular tradition, as we have
seen, attributed the comnosition to Saiyad Dadu. Be
that as it may, we know that from the very first, the
principle of daily prayer was given a high importance.
In the jginans, the believers are constantly urged to
"remember'1 or "serve" God (the term "serve", judging
from the context, appears to mean "pray"). We can,
therefore, conclude with a fair measure of justifiability
that from a very early period, the dua had been
institutionalized as a regularly recited prayer. Again,
as we have already seen, the dua was one of the most
concrete and distinguishing marks of Ismaili identity.
It was because of this that during the court-suit of
1905 references to it figured prominently in the
evidence called from the Witnesses. The dua was thus
shown to be a vital oart of the tradition which the
community had inherited from its forbearers.
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Here we are concerned more specifically with the nature
of the changes that affected the contents of the dua
with the nassage of time.
The first amendments to the dua are said to have
been introduced by Pir Shihabu d-din Shah al IJusayni,
who was the eldest son of (AlI Shah, the forty-seventh
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Imam of the Israailis and the second of the Aga Khans.
He held the important position of Pir during the
Imamat of his father. Unfortunately, we are not told
anything about the changes he is said to have
introduced. Assuming he introduced important changes
(either at the behest of the Imam or certainly with
his approval), it is fair to conjecture that these
would be in keeping with the ideas contained in his
book, Plsala dar Haqjqate Din, which, incidentally,
is characterized by a deep and intuitive understanding
of Sufisra, and an earnest exposition of the principle
of the Imamat. On the other hand Justice Pussel,
in his summing up after the proceedings in 1905-8,
observed that the dua than in force among the Ismallis
was practically the same as that which had been in
c - 51
force during the time of the Imam Hasan ^Ali Shah.
Hence it is possible that the changes may not have been
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substantial. Be it as it may, there is no record of
any further change in the dua for a long time, so
presumably it was the original dua (perhaps with some
changes introduced now and then), which remained in
force in the community for a long time. The dua was a
lengthy one and contained a large number of Arabic
and Persian terms, and several well-known phrases and
prayers derived from the Islamic tradition. The
link-words and the verbs, however, were Gujerati, so
that one's over-all impression on going through it
is of its being a Gujerati dua. The most vital part
of the dua perhaps, was the pedigree of the Imams,
which was thus recited three times a day. Apparently
with the death of a particular Imam and the succession
of a new one, the name of the latter was added to the
list, thus lengthening the pedigree all the time.
There was also a list of Pirs, only a few important
names from which, however, were actually recited.
Another interesting factor to note is that the dua also
included a list of Hindu deities, which were considered
as signs or manifestations of the divine power, preceding
and heralding the Islamic revelation and the Imamat
of cAli and his descendants.
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In 1950, the Aga Khan III ordered important changes
in the dua. Significantly enough, all terras derived
from the Hindu background were now eliminated• The
rest of the dua remained principally the same• In
1957, however, it was replaced by a completely new
dua which is entirely in Arabic. Since it is this
dua which is in force among the Ismailis to date, and
since it helps to throw light on the re-shaoing of
certain facets of Israaili doctrine in the historical
circumstances through which it has passed, it is
worthwhile to examine its contents briefly.
It is significant that each of the five sections
of the dua in force among the Israailis today begins
with a verse from the Qur'an. The first section opens
with the Surat-ul-Fatiha. and the last one, with the
Surat-ul-Ikhlag. Thus in its essence as well as
form, the dua is but a re-statement of Islamic
principles. It also includes re-iteration of the
Islamic concept of God, through the Surat-ul-Ikhlag,
and through confessions of faith such as the following:
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"There is no deity but Allah, the living, the Eternal
(Hayy-ul-Qayyum)
There is no deity but Allah, the True and Manifest Lord
(Malik-ul-PIaqq-ul-Mubln)
There is no deity but Allah, the Sovereign, the
Ultimate "Reality.
(Malik-ul-Haqq-ul-Yaqin)
There is no deity but Allah, the Lord of the Day of
Jud gement
(Maliki Yaumi-d -"Din)
The supplications include a prayer for peace:
"0 Allah?Thou are "eace, peace is from Thee, and
a thousand forms of peace rest upon Thee. 0 our Lord,
give us a life of peace, and make us enter into the
Abode of Peace. Blessed art Thou the Most High,
0 Lord of Majesty and Heverence."
Eurthermore it may be noted that each section of
the dua opens with the Bismillah. and at the end of
each part the worshipper is required to prostrate,
saying, "0 Allah, for Thee is my prayer and ray
prostration", It is also important to note that apart
from these general articles re-inforcing the basic
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Islamic concepts, the Ismaili doctlrine of the Imamat
is also vividly incorporated in the dua, Towards the
close of each section appears the name of the Imam
(i.e. the present Aga Khan), In the first section,
for instance, blessings are invoked on "Muhammad the
chosen, cAlI the favourite, on the Imams (who are) the
holy (ones), and on the proof of Thy command
(hu$jat-al-&.mr), the lord of the Age (sahibu-z-zaman)
our Imam who is present^Tfur Mawlana Sh&h Karim ai
Husayni."
Finally, it is interesting to note that there
is no imam among the Ismailis charged with the duty
of leading the prayer. Any member of the community
is entitled to lead the prayer, and in fact more often
than not one finds the prayer led by an enthusiastic
young child. This practice is consistent with the
fact that there is no order of Ulema among the Ismailis,
Sermons in the jaraatkhana are usually given by
missionaries, but these do not form a separate
category as such, and the subjects of their talk may
range round either secular or spiritual matters, or
may indeed by a combination of both. Similarly, the
Mukhi and the Kamaria, who preside over the congregation
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at each end of the day, are apoointed on an
honorary basis, and in their everyday life are
engaged in normal occupations outside the community,
just like any other Ismaili,
The general theme of this chapter has been the
manner in which various elements in the ideational
system of the Ismaili society were related to
corresponding features of its social system. It is
appropriate, therefore, to consider at this stage a
most important factor in the doctrinal system of the
Ismailis without which the development of the social
institutions or the welfare projects in the community
would have been impossible. In Chapter II, we noted
the fact that one can find several references in the
glnans to the practice of oaying the dasond or tribute
to the Imam. The payment of the tribute was one of
the most important expressions of the mu'min's
relationship to the Imam and was a symbolic indication
of his allegiance. In the Khoja Case, as we have
3een, the evidence of regular payment of the dues,
which was contained in account books, submitted in
the court, helped to identify the allegiance that the
Ismailis accorded to their Imam. "bastly, it should be
noted that the central importance of the payment of the
tribute in the community was constantly a focus of
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opposition on the part of the dissenters. Much of the
protest of the dissenters in the two court-suits, for
instance, centered round this theme. As one of the
dissenters pointed out in an "open letter", "no
religious ceremony is performed in the Jamat Khana
which is not associated with the payment of money
enjoined on the followers."
It is obvious that the phenomenal development
of the social institutions and welfare projects in the
community under the leadership of the Aga Khan III
and the present Aga Khan to a large extent depended
on this practice. Under the directions of the Aga
Khan III, the precedent was established whereby the
money collected locally in any one area as tribute to
the Imam was re-distributed in the same locality,
to maintain the existing institutions or sponsor new
ones. The task of collection and re-distribution of
the tributes is carried out by local leaders, under
the over-all supervision of the Imam. ^7hat was and
is essentially a religious practice, has thus come to
be the chief source for the maintenance of the numerous
institutions of the community. Here we see the
religious and the sooial aspects of the Ismaili society
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connected in a straightforward fashion. Thus, in
effect, the Imam turns out to be a vast central
clearing-house, as it were, who receives offerings and
enables massive funds to be raised, and re-distributes
them in the form of grants to the various institutions
of the community. In this way, the practice serves
the vital function of maintaining the numerous
institutions of the community. And yet it is
important to note that in its essence, the practice
of paying the customary dues derives its ultimate
validity and support from the religious principles
of the community. Perhaps never was the idealogy
more aptly summed up than in the judgement delivered
by Justice Kussel in the court-suit of 1908, when,
explaining the principle of "reciproxity" involved in
the payment of tribute to the Imam, and its re-
channeling into communal projects, he quoted a passage
from a Hindu treatise, where "the king is thus
commended. 'He took taxes from his subjects only
for their own good as the sun draws vapour up, to return
it a thousandfold to earth in the shape of rain.'"*''
This could as well have been said of the Ismaili ideology
concerning this matter. For the belief of the
Ismailis in this regard is strikingly similar.
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Chapter VI
The Ethic of Secular Progress
and its Religious Vindication
The over-all picture of the Ismaili community in
East Africa which emerges from the discussion in the
previous three chanters is one of a prospering and
well-organized groun of people, with an elaborate
set-up of institutions for handling the numerous
projects that the community undertook over the years.
This in fact is also the picture that readily imooses
itself on the outsider, no matter how cursory and
superficial his observation may be. As a matter of
fact, it is because this feature of the Ismailis in
East Africa is conspicuous even to the most casual
observer, that we are led to consider it as an essential
end-product of the history of the community. The
exceptionally striking nature of the social system of
the Ismailis in East Africa owes itself to the contrast
that this particular feature poses in relation to the
other communities. It is because of the fact that the
Ismail community stands out as different from other
communities in its organization, in the systematic
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manner in which it seeks to provide for the secular
needs of its members, and in the tenaciousness with
which the followers uphold their sense of belonging
to a common ethos, that these features come across
so vividly to the outside observer. None of the other
communities in East Africa have attained a comparable
degree of organization or undertaken as many economic,
educational, or welfare projects with a similar degree
of success. It is this contrast which makes the
remarkable success and purposefulness of the Israailis
in this respect particularly conspicuous. Hence, the
studies of several writers serve to bring out not only
the image of the community as a highly "prosperous"
one, but also the immediately arresting character of
this image, so that only the most imperceptive
observer can fail to be impressed by it.
The general impression of the lay observer from
any of the non-Ismaili communities has been simply
that the Ismailis are "richer" than the others. Now
in terms of statistical verification, it is but
difficult to uphold or substantiate such a statement.
This is not to say that systematic investigation leading
to such a conclusion has ever been attempted. After
all it is difficult to speak of the total or aggregate
income of a community with even the qualified precision
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with which it is possible to speak of the "national
income" of a particular country. It is, therefore,
impossible to say, especially when reliable statistical
investigation along such lines is lacking, that one
particular "community" is "richer" than a nother, or
vice-versa. But the general impression that the
Isaailis are a "rich" community, which is the impression
that comes across readily to the non-Ismaili audience,
has deeper roots than those which can be understood
in terms of its financial resources. The immediate
source of this impression is to be found not in the
economic resources of the community, but in the manner
in which these resources have been pulled together to
erect the economic institutions in the coTamunity,
Next, an essential source of this image is also to be
found in the numerous welfare projects that the
community has put up, such as schools, hospitals,
sports clubs, etc. Last but not the least, this image
of the community as prosperous or cohesive points to
a vital and fundamental truth about its world-view -
namely the religious zeal with which the Ismailis have
always been seen to be impelled in the direction of
such endeavours as would advance and sustain their
material prosperity. In recognizing the above
factors, we succeed in analysing the general image of
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the Ismaili community as a "prosperous" one, and in
tracing it to its root-source, We thus come to
understand what it is precisely that makes the Ismailis
known as a "prosperous" community, and what lies
behind this imoression. When this is grasned, one
cannot but realize that the substance of this image
covers a much wider realm than that of simple economic
gain. To begin with, it points to the element of
organization which renders possible the maintenance of
the large-scale and multifarious institutions built by
the community. At a deeper level of analysis,
however, it points unmistakably to the existence of an
enormous incentive to create such institutions in
the first nlace. That the Israaili community is a
highly organized one, and that this canacity on its
part to organize itself has been channelled into the
creation of numerous welfare institutions, is a vital
truth about the community. That there has been a
constant supply of inspiration and incentive to extend
this organization, and to multiply the institutions
it has enabled to be created, is a more subtle truth
which leads us at once into the fascinating realm of
the interaction of religious ideas and ethical standpoirts
towards the world-order.
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Now any lamaili, when asked about the source of the
extraordinary zeal with which he has come to accept,
admire and support the institutions created by the
community, will automatically refer to the leadership
of the Imam. Here he will be right. As we have seen
through the course of this study, the position of the
Iroamat in the structure of contemporary Ismaili society
has been of a decisive and overwhelming importance.
The tactfulness with which the Aga Rhan3 have directed
the affairs of the community has been an additional
factor contributing to the present form of its
structure. In the next chanter, we shall be dealing
with the various levels on which the Imamat has served
as a vital nerve-centre of the functioning of the
community. We shall also try to identify the various
areas on each of these levels within which the Imamat
has had a decisive impact. For the moment, we are
concerned with a slightly different issue, though rhe
role of the Imamat, as we have seen, has been intimately
connected with every important development in the
community. The question we are asking ourselves at
the moment is: What were the factors that not only
made the vigorous pursuit of seoular progress in
contemporary Ismaili society possible, but also made
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it imperative, in the minds of individual Ismailis,
that such an ideal be espoused as an eminently
desirable one? The question can be also phrased
differently as thus: What were the specific elements
in the general orientation and temperament of 'die
individual Ismaili which encouraged and impelled him
to seek his wordly betterment in conjunction with the
other members of the community? In other words,
what were the psychological sanctions that created in
the mind of each individual Ismaili, a systematic and
unrelenting search for better life (in the sense in
which we are going to define this below) for himself,
as a member of the Ismaili community, under the
guidance and leadership of the Imam? In order to be
in a position to answer these questions, however, it
is necessary first of all to be clear in our minds
about the exact nature of the development of which we
are seeking to locate the causes.
Broadly speaking, the core of this development
consisted of a vigorous and enthusiastic espousal of
the ideals of worldly self-perfection (the term "worldly"
is used here to denote the sohere not covered by the
term "religious" in the strict sense, if the latter is
taker; to stand for those concerns and pursuits which
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are related to the conceptions of the soul, God, and
the supernatural world as a whole). According to the
sense in which we have uaed the phrase "wordly self-
perfection", therefore, we include in the phenomenon
we are considering, the general principle inherent in
the Ismailis• energetic efforts in the spheres of
education, social welfare, economic development, etc.
What is common to all these spheres, it may be noted,
is what nan be called the spirit of wordly progress,
the principle that to excel in the legitimate domain
of one's wordly life (and the "legitimacy" of these
domains is determined directly by the moral code),
is not only essential, but a desirable ideal. This
ready and warm welcome of opportunities for further
development and progress in various fields of wordly
life is a highly characteristic feature of contemporary
Israaiii society in East Africa. (It is also an
equally characteristic feature of the Ismail1b in India
and Jafcistan, in other words, of Khoja lemailis in
general, but the consideration of the developments in
these areas and the differences and similarities between
them and parallel developments in East Africa is outside
the scope of this study). A second important factor
to note - a factor which is directly associated with
the first and is again highly characteristic of the
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Ismailis - is the emphasis on a systematic and "rational"
patterning of life in contemporary Ismaili society.
There is of course a general sense in which one can
talk about the tendency in an individual or in a
society to pursue definite goals in a continuous,
systematic and planned manner, and all that we can
assert at this point is that in the policies of the
Ismaili community regarding wordly advancement, such
syatematlzatlon is markedly visible. Thirdly, one
can never over-emphasize the fact that these
developments in the community have taken place on an
organized basis. The spirit of wordly betterment
that we have noted as one of the most outstand ing
characteristics of the Ismaili society and which has
found concrete fulfilment in specific goals and
projects, has manifested itself in concerted and
organized effort. These factors are essential to
bear in mind if the process which we are discussing
in this chapter is to be understood in a precise manner.
How it is a well-known fact that none of the other
Indian Immigrant communities in East Africa achieved a
comparable breakthrough in a direction away from the
traditional assessment of the secular orier. For all
these communities, coming as they did from India, were
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tied to the peculiar characteristics of the Indian
ethos, derived in a large measure from the structure of
Indian society. In East Africa, all these communities
were faced with a markedly different situation, which
demanded a new and appropriate approach and organization
that would enable these communities to adjust
themselves to the singular features of the social
milieu in which they found themselves. In other
words, what was necessary was a modification or
alteration of the traditional scheme of values and
social organization. ?or this would enable them to
make some headway in the direction of the "modernization"
that presented itself as an inescapable necessity.
Such an undertaking, however, would demand new
resources which can be broadly divided into the three
factors that we have discussed above in connection with
the Isnailis. Each of these communities were
constrained to make specific adaptations in order to
render their social organization more compatible with
the circumstances in East Africa, and this was effected
in varying degree in the different communities. however,
in none of them v/as the task of adaptation carried out
in such a thorough-going manner as it was in the case
of the Ismailis. The difference between the Ismailis
and the other Indian communities in this respect is
best revealed through the absence, in these other
communities, of the type of institutions which formed
such a prominent and distinguishing hall-mark of the
Ismailis. At a further stage of analysis, one can
locate this difference in the relative absence, among
the Indian communities, of those ingredients of
adaptation that we have noted in the case of the
Ismailis. In the first place, none of these
communities showed a comparable readiness to pursue
"wordly progress" with such a calculated, self-conscious
and single-minded zeal. Associated with this is the
relative absence among these communities of a "rational"
and systematic pursuit of goals as distinct from
traditional methods of life. lastly, one of the most
important areas of difference between the Ismailis and
the other immigrant Indian communities is to be found
in their social organization. For none of the latter
communities came to organize themselves so systematically
avS the Ismailis did. These observations can be
illustrated by briefly considering each of the important
Indian communities in the country in this particular
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Among the Hindus, although the oattern of social
organization in India (in terms of the caste-structure)
was not strictly observed in East Africa (owing to
circumstances rendering such conformity impossible)?
the basic pattern of traditional attitudes in social
relationships was still retained. This traditionalism
was to be found in matters ranging from dress, diet
and language on one hand, to religious values and moves
on the other. For example, though the "°atidars (by
far the largest Hindu community in East Africa)
adopted certain secular ideals based on Western criteria,
the close ties they had with India, in common with
other Hindus, compelled them to maintain certain
affinity with Brahmanical ideals upheld in that
country. For this was the only way in which they
could hope to be accented when they returned to India,
Moreover, the Patidars never pursued economic gain or
other secular aims on a concerted basis—i.e. as a
community. The extent of communal organization
among them was limited to townshio boundaries, and
there was no over-all institutional network linking
the various Datidars in different areas of the country.
Again, their organization was largel7/ based on the
kinship and village system prevalent among their people
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in India. For instance, even in East Africa, they
scrupulously followed the principle of village
exogamy. On the other hand, the Tiohanas tried harder
to break themselves free from the limiting influence of
traditional outlook and organization, and to develop
institutions which would cater for their altered
need3 in the new country. They failed, however, to
establish institutions of the type which the Ismailis
undertook, though some of the richer members of the
community had "hoped to make use of the contributions
and savings of the whole community in the same way
it i
as the Shia Ismaili insurance and finance companies.
This was also related, of course, to their failure to
form a united community organized on the same pattern
as the Ismailis. A similar degree of traditionalism,
particularly noticeable in rigid adherence to the
customary manner of dressing, was to be found among
the Sikhs. Furthermore, they, too, were markedly
reluctant to organize their community on a scale at all
comparable to the Ismailis. The only community which
really adopted Western ideals and thus to a remarkable
extent developed a modem outlook, were the Goans.
However, as we have seen, in regard to the important
institution of marriage, they conformed to strictly
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traditional requirements. Nor did they systematically
follow the ideal of secular progress as an ethically
desirable end in itself, as the Ismailis did.
Turning to the Muslim communities, Hollister,
writing about the Ithnafaaheri sect, commented that
the Mu,1 tabids "appear to be bound to the past, not
less than the Sunni 'ITlaraa; almost oblivious of
onflowing currents in an advancing world,"y
Furthermore, as Morris notes, the Ithnacasheris in
East Africa, like those in India, "have always
resisted the formation of effective centralized
institutions". The "Bohras were organized as a
relatively more corporate group, but in their case
again, a deeply ingrained element of traditionalism
acted as a powerful brake on any movement towards an
effective breakthrough in the direction of modernization
c
and the introduction of changes in their value system.
It was this refractory nature of the traditionalism
strongly entrenched in the social structure of the
community that provoked vigorous outbursts of
dissatisfaction from its younger members. These
members "want to abolish the custom of giving
expensive caste dinners on the occasion of marriages
and funerals ... they shave their faces clean....
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they adopt the Western style of dress, which is most
unusual among their people .... they wish to establish
hospitals, high schools and other institutions for
6
the uplift and progress of the community."
Nevertheless, this "reforming" group in the community
has remained a minority to this day, and,owing to the
strength of the traditional element in the leadership,
has been largely unsuccessful in achieving its aims,
lastly, it hardly needs stressing that the Sunni
copulation in East Africa lacks even the rudiments of
the type of organization that we have seen in regard
to the Ismailis. Thus we are left with the highly
significant and thought-provoking factUaat of all
the various Indian communities in East Africa, the
Ismailis are the most corporately organized, most
systematic in their pursuit of secular goals, and most
whole-heartedly dedicated to the steady pursuit of
material benefits as an ethically desirable end in
itself.
This situation leads us at once to ask what is
the mainspring of this singular drive among the
Ismailis for worldly self-perfection. In other words,
what were the distinctive facts about the Ismaili
community in East Africa which impelled them, in contrast
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with the other Indian communities, to adopt as one of
their priorities the modernization of their traditional
way of life? And what factors enabled them to achieve
the remarkable success in this endeavour that has been
so often noted by observers?
Now it is impossible to find the roots of this
singular develooment in the environmental factors
affecting the community in East Africa. As we have
noted in an earlier chapter, the conditions affecting
the various Indian communities in East Africa were
basically the same. The scope and the nature of
economic opportunities available to the various
communities were the same. In fact, when it is borne
in mind that the British administration in its dealings
with the Asian community showed total obliviousness to
its sub-divisions, we gain an even greater justification
for concluding that the environmental pressures on all
the communities were essentially identical. During
the Colonial period, discriminatory regulations which
restricted the rights of the Asians to own land and
which thus forced them into the trading occupations,
particularly in Kenya, affected all the Asian
communities in the same manner. To be sure, a number
of Indian communities beside the Ismailis proved
320
themselves as "successful trading communities", a
description normally applied to them. Furthermore,
outstanding businessmen are to be found in most of the
important Indian communities. The general reputation
of the Asians as thriving traders is all-embracing,
and the Ismailis are not considered as extraordinary
in this respect. The image that the Europeans and
Africans have of the Asians (an image which is partly
based on certain prejudices or antagonism that is
sometimes displayed, justly or unjustly, towards them),
affect the Ismailis as much as anybody else. And in
the post-independence phase, if the Ismailis aopear to
be enjoying more favourable conditions than the other
communities, it is not because they are considered
inherently different from other Asians but because most
of them happen to be citizens, owing to guidance to
this effect from the Aga Khan. Nevertheless, none
of the other people in question pursued the economic
upliftment of the community as a whole, nor did any of
these communities ever establish institutions of the
type that the Ismailis sponsored through concerted and
communal endeavour. In other words, none of the
Indian immigrant communities apart from the Ismailis
organized themselves as systematically as the latter,
for the economic benefit of the community as a whole.
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And when it comes to welfare institutions such as
schools, hostels, hospitals and dispensaries, sports
clubs, etc., it is well-known that the Ismailis have
been most assiduously keen in sponsoring and multiplying
such institutions. "Rut as we have seen, in regard to
both economic and political conditions, and legislative
measures, the Tsmailis had to confront the same
circumstances as the others. Any attempt to locate the
the differentiating factor in question in the fields of
administrative policy or economic opportunity is thus
bound to turn out to be unjustified,
Eor can the differentiating factor be found in
the conditions affecting the Indian migrants in the
period preceding their migration to East Africa.
Almost all of the migrant communities (except the Sikhs
and some other numerically significant croups) came
from Dunjab, Kutch, or Kathiawar, The essential
cultural traits of these communities, such as language,
diet and other important components of their style of
life were broadly similar . Moreover, except for the
"Punjabis and the Sikhs, most of the other communities,
who were trading communities, came from a similar
commercial background in India. In view of this, it
is hardly possible to attribute the almost dramatic
singularity of the Israailis in the process of
\\
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modernization and social development, to the relatively
minor differences that might have existed in the
social conditions affecting them and the other
communities in India before their migration. What is
more, we have no evidence whatsoever to suggest that
the Ismailis in India might have been exposed to
significantly different social conditions from those
affecting all the other communities in question. We
therefore have no option but to look elsewhere for the
factors determining the systematic endeavours of the
Ismailis in the realm of economic and social
modernization in East Africa, We have thus eliminated
all the important variables which are worth considering
in our search for the factor responsible for the
singular nature of Ismaili organization - all that is,
but one, namely, the religious system.
The most salient feature of the religious system
of the Ismailis, of course, is the belief in the
continuity of the Imamat, represented at the moment in
the person of the Aga Khan. The consequences of the
concent of Imamat on the religious and social life of
the Ismailis, and the direct effects of the
personalities of the late Aga Khan and the present Imam
on the social organization of the community, have been
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most decisive and far-reaching. In fact, a close
examination of the structure of the community leads one
to conclude that the Imamat has been the ultimate
mainspring of the important features of the religious as
well as the social system of the Ismailis. We shall
therefore try to show the overwhelming importance of
the Imamat in the Ismaili society in the next chapter.
For the moment, however, we are concerned more with
the immediate psychological impetus to the spirit of
secular progress in the Israailis. Thus, at the moment,
we are not concerned with the question as to what was
the ultimate source of this psychological temper.
As we shall see later, it was intimately bound with
the Imamat. Nevertheless, it is first necessary to
examine the ethical orientation which gave momentum
to the developments that we have discussed. For it
is reasonable to assume that since the Ismailis
displayed such marked determination and fervour in
their efforts to attain material prosperity, their
system of values must have been conducive to such a
pursuit. What in turn was the source from which such
values were derived, and what fostered and promoted
the ethical sanctions for secular progress, is a
different question. The answer to the second
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question in no way affects the validity of the answer
we find to the question as to what ethical sanctions
furnished the motivation and the incentive for such a
development in the first nlace . It is with this first
link in the chain, namely with the connection between
the ethical orientation of the Tsraailis and their
concrete achievements in the secular field with which
we a "re concerned in this chapter.
Now the classic study of the social implications
of ethical ideas embodied in the concept of salvation
held in a particular faith, and the manner in which it
is thought it can be procured, is Max Weber's.
Thorough-going and meticulous as it is, in Weber's
study^he central focus of interest is the way in which
the phenomenon of economic rationality in the West,
which he called the "spirit of capitalism", was
related to the specific character of Protestant
(especially Calvinistic) asceticism. But Weber's
interest also enveloped the wider field of the
relationship of religion to society, and the manner
in which the two forces interact and modify or
influence each other in specific circumstances. As
his observations are directly relevant to the
phenomenon we are investigating in this chapter, it is
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worthwhile considering his central ideas in a brief
and summary form, so that we may be able to ascertain
whether these ideas help us in our study by setting
us onto a specific trail of inquiry.
& decisive concept in Max Weber's scheme of
analysis is that of "rationality". In some important
respects, Weber's analysis of religion was evolutionary.
Hor, in the many avenues of differentiation along which
religion might develop in its departure from the most
elementary forms of religious organization, Weber saw
an over-all movement towards rationality. This
development, however, could be accelerated, impeded,
or halted, by a multitude of factors. Hence, the
lines along which religious systems evolved were likely
to vary from one civilization to another. The end-
product of these differences were to be found
especially in the realm of ideas concerning salvation,
and these in turn had important consequences on the
practical lives of the believers, particularly in their
attitude towards the world-order. This, in a
nutshell, is the over-all framework of Weber's thesis,
within which he examined the careers of specific
religions in detail.
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According to Weber, the most rudimentary form of
belief in the supernatural consisted of an admixture
of magic and religion, of taboos and religious ethics,
and these two divergent strands were represented by
magicians and priests respectively. The most decisive
breakthrough from the traditional form of religious
expression was triggered off by the "^rophet", who was
a prototype of charismatic leadership. The "prophet",
as distinct from the priest, the "philosopher", the
social reformer, and other kinds of religious leaders,
furnished a most potent force through which the
existing social order was effectively overhauled.
Furthermore, Weber developed the important distinction
between the "ethical prophet", who based his teachings
on his claim to be the recipient of a divine mission
from God, and the "exemplary prophet", who invited
others to emulate his own ideal mode of life.
According to Weber, most of the important bearers of
prophecy in the Near East belonged to the former type,
while those in India and China could be classified as
examples of the latter. Another interesting
proposition in Weber's discussion at this point is
that what he labelled as "ethical prophecy" was, in
his view, distinctly tied with the concept of a
"personal, transcendental and ethical god."^ We have
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noted the relevance of these ideas to Satpanth Ismailism
in the chapter on the glnahs, so that it is not
necessary to go into details regarding this point here.
Weber also noted that the propheth mission was
almost always antagonistic to "the magical elements of
O
the priestly enterprise". Whether such a conflict
ended in victory for the prophet or in his martyrdom,
in both cases the priestly class was faced with the
necessity of codifying either the new doctrine or the
old one which had survived the attack launched on it
by the prophet. The basic principles of a prophetic
religion cannot for long be left indeterminate, and it
is this factor which leads to the formation of creeds
and dogmas. However, the scope for such codification
is seldom unlimited. For it tends sooner or later to
become "officially closed against secular or
religiously undesirable additions as a consequence of
a struggle between various competing gtoups and
q
prophecies for the control of the community".
Moreover, such a stoppage of the development or
augmentation of the creed "was generally accounted for
by the theory that only a certain epoch in the past
history of the religion had been blessed with
prophetic charisma".^ lastly, another interesting
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observation made by Weber was that the priestly
dogmas remained susceptible to the modifying influence
of magical elements prevalent amongst the laiety.
On the other hand, certain classes within the laiety
might turn out to be the bearers of a distinct
rationality in outlook. This led Weber to a lengthy
examination of the relationship of various social
classes to different forms of religious belief.
However, we are not directly concerned with this.
What is of central importance for our purpose here is
the proposition that the development of religious
systems towards or away from the phenomenon of
rationalization can take place in varying degrees
and along different paths. The one important area of
religious belief and ritual which most clearly
reflected differing degrees of rationalization consisted
of the ideas concerning salvation. As this is the
backbone of Weber's study of the relationship of
religious ethics to worldly vocation and since much of
our discussion of related features of the Ismaili
society in this chapter is going to be based on this
section of his study, it is worthwhile reviewing it
in some detail.
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Weber's examination of the concepts of salvation
in different religious faiths is a corollary to a
general discussion of the different kinds of theodicies
which seek to reconcile the notion of a good god with
the "fact" of evil in the world. One particular kind
of attempt at procuring salvation was to be found in
adherence to specific rituals . This was bdund to
lead to discontinuities in the life of the believer
for a variety of reasons. First, by promising the
believer that he could atone for his sins by carrying
out prescribed rites in a proper (and in fact
mechanical) order, this notion was liable to encourage
a sense of comolacent assurance in his every-day
dealings. Secondly, the experience of devotion and
ecstasy in ritual worship, even when such a mood was
successfully attained, was bound by its very nature to
be irregular, sporadic, and ephemeral. But a religion
could get round this difficulty by insisting that if
one's religious practices were to produce the desired
results in the first place, one's whole life ought to
be informed by a strict conformity to an ethical
pattern of behaviour. Those religioiis systems which
had moved farther in the direction of rationality
usually adopted the second standpoint. Here again, Weber
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suggested a bifurcation — and one which is crucial to
his thesis. Broadly speaking, one may envisage such
salvation either as the achievement of the stage when
one became the vessel of the divine, or as the attainment
of the status of an instrument of the divine. The
former was the path of contemplative mysticism; the
latter, of what he called "asceticism". It is
important to note that Weber's primary dichotomy
between what he had called the "ethical" and "exemplary"
forms of prophecy was continued through his whole
thesis. For he held that that particular brand of
salvation which was sought through an ethic of
purification designed to enable the believer to become
a fit instrument of the divine, was closely
associated with the belief in a transcendent God. For
the great chasm which separated such a Being from his
creatures could not but counteract notions of mystical
union with him. In turn, such a conception of the
deity was the product of "ethical" prophecy. Conversely,
"exemplary" prophecy failed to give birth to such a
conception, with the result that it afforded room for
the flowering of ideas concerning absorption in the
deity.
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Now, according to Weber, the influence exerted by
asceticism on the believer's daily life was fundamentally
different from the corresponding influence of
contemplative mysticism. Furthermore, Weber noted
two different ways in which he thought asceticism
could influence the believer's life. If the
pursuit of salvation entailed "a formal withdrawal
from the 'world' t from social and psychological ties
with the family, from the possession of worldly goods,
and from political, economic, artistic, and erotic
activities - in short from all creaturely interests",
such an attitude was what he termed "world-rejecting
asceticism"
"On the other hand , the unique concentration of
human behaviour on activities leading to salvation may
require the oarticipation within the world ... of the
religious individual's idiosyncratically sacred
religious mood and his qualifications as an elect
12
instrument of God. This is 'inner-worldly asceticism'."
"As a consequence, and although the enjoyment of
wealth is forbidden to the ascetic, it becomes his
vocation to engage in economic activity which is
faithful to rationalized ethical requirements and which
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conforms to strict legality. If success supervines
upon such acquisitive activity, it is regarded as the
manifestation of god's blessing upon the labor of the
pious man and of god's pleasure with his economic
pattern of life."^ In addition, such an attitude to
the world compels the believer to refrain from attaching
excessive feeling to the material asoects of existence,
while, at the same time, a sober, dutiful and moderate
participation in worldly activity is considered not
only desirable but also imperative and essential.
Thus the manner in which the "ascetic" strove for
salvation involved a careful balance between avoidance
of the world and acceptance of it. Diametrically
opposite to this attitude, according to Weber, was the
outlook fostered by contemplative mysticism; "For the
activity of contemplation to succeed in achieving its
goal of mystic illumination, the extrusion of all
everyday mundane interests is required These
subjective and mystical beliefs may result in absolute
flight from the world.",Zt" While both attitudes were
essentially world-denying, there was an important
difference in both the nature and the degree of the
denial: "The ascetic rejects the world's empirical
character ftf creaturliness and ethical irrationality,
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and rejects its ethical temptations to sensual
indulgence, to epicurean satisfaction, and to
reliance upon natural joys and gifts. But st the
same time he affirms individual rational activity
within the institutional framework of the world,
affirming it to be his responsibility as well as his
means for securing certification of his state of grace.
On the other hand, the contemplative mystic living
within the world regards action, particularly action
performed within the world's institutional framework,
as in its very nature a temotation against which he
must maintain his state of grace." J
It was on these lines that Weber developed his
famous orouosition regarding the influence of the
Protestant ethic on the rise of Occidental capitalism.
It is important to remember that the "spirit of
capitalism", whose roots he was attempting to locate,
is an abstraction, in that it is a principle distilled
from the salient features of capitalism which he
singled out with a view to systematic analysis. The
principle of canitalistic acquisition for its own sake
contrasted sharply with those forms of economic
activity which reflected the phenomenon of what he
called "traditionalism".*^ His chief purnose was
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to ascertain the motivating drive behind the
principle of a systematic, calculated, and rational
pursuit of economic gain. Weber saw a powerful
source 6f a psychological state conducive to such
capitalistic activity, in the Calvinistic conception
of pre-destination. According to this conception
"each individual's state of grace was determined by
God's inexorable choice, from the creation of the world
and for all time. It was as impossible for the
individual to whom it had been granted to lose God's
grace as it was for the individual to whom he had been
17
denied to obtain it." Now Weber rightly suggested
that this belief, with its logical corollary —namely
that human actions can by no means change or interfere
with God's absolute decrees—must have had terrifying
psychological consequences on the believer, For,
deprived of any outward indications as to whether he
was one of the elect or not, as well as the means
whereby he could attain the status of being one of then
(since this had already been determined in advance),
the Calvinist found himself in an agonizing mental
impasse. However, Calvin had also taught that if
an individual strongly believed that he was one of the
recipients of grace, it meant that he had in fact
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received such grace, and "to attain that self-
confidence, unceasing work in a calling was
recommended." For, through such work "the believer
strengthened his self-confidence as the active tool
TR
of the divine will." If, moreover, such activity
was crowned with success, it was a clear proof that
the believer was one of those who had been predestined
for salvation. At the same time, the merit attached
to constant and rigorous adherence to one's vacation
was modified by the orovision that such activity was
not to be indulged in for its own sake but only out
of a stringent sense of duty, and for the greater
glory of God. The result was a characteristic
example of "inner-worldly asceticism". Thus, "this
religion demanded of the believer, not celibacy, as in
the case of the monk, but the avoidance of all erotic
pleasure; not poverty, but the elimination of all
idle and exploitative enjoyment of unearned wealth
and income, and the avoidance of all feudalistic,
sensuous ostentation of wealth; not the ascetic
death-in-life of the cloister, but an alert, rationally
controlled patterning of life, and the avoidance of all
surrender to the beauty of the world, to art, or to
one's own moods and emotions. The clear and uniform
goal of this asceticism wa3 the disciplining and
methodical organization of the whole pattern of life.
It3 typical representative was the 'man of a vocation*,
and its unique result was the rational organization
and institutionalization of social relationships
In its practical consequences, "this ascetic conduct
meant a rational planning of the whole of one's life
in accordance with God's will. And this asceticism
was .... something which could be required of everyone
who would be certain of salvation. The religious
life of the saints, as distinguished from the natural
life, was .... no longer lived outside the world in
monastic communities, but within the world and its
institutions. This rationalization of conduct within
the world, but for the sake of the world beyond, was
the consequence of the concept of calling of ascetic
Protestantism,"^®
The Woberian thesis provides us with a useful tool
for a systematic study of the relationship of the
ethical idoa3 in Isniailism with organizational advances
which we have noted in the previous chapters. As a
matter of fact, 'Leber's analysis turns out to do more for
us than merely suggest parallel lines of inquiry, Por
one cannot but be struck by an iranressive similarity
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between the ethical system of early East African
Israailism (i.e. during the early years of the Iraamat
of the Aga Khan III and the period immediately
preceding this phase), and some broad patterns of
"inner-worldly asceticism" which Weber thought were
especially conducive to a rational mode of life.
Even if we set aside Weber's explanation of the
influence of such an ascetic outlook on everyday
conduct, we are still left with the apparent chasm
between the "ascetic" temper in Ismailism and the
activities of the community in the secular field.
How are we going to explain the co-existence of two
attitudes which appear so unmistakably and so plainly
contradictory to each other? Surely, for the intense
aversion to what was seen as the polluting character
of the world —this indeed was a major component of
Ismailism, as we shall see below —and the whole¬
hearted and unflagging desire for worldly betterment
to exist alongside each other, there must have been a
relationship, perhaps even an alliance, between the
two attitudes. If such an alliance existed beneath
the surface, so to speak, this does not in any way
impair the validity of our proposition, for religious
ideas are not always consciously addressed to social
ends. We shall, therefore, endeavour, in what follows
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below, to show: (a) that, broadly speaking, the
ethical teaching in Ismailism was similar to the kind
of attitude that Weber called "inner-worldly asceticism ,
(b) that this attitude acted as a potent leverage in
causing traditional attitudes to be displaced, and a
"modern" and systematic ordering of life to take its
place, (c) that, as time went by, the correlation
between the religious teachings and social developments
among the Ismailis assumed a more conscious and self-
evident form—that, henceforwards , the religious
ideas in the community served as a direct support and
stimulus to the urge for progress in secular life.
Our task below will be to try to verify these
propositions through specific examples and references,
First of all, however, it is important to note certain
objections to this application of the Weberian thesis
which are inherent in several important dissimilarities
between the examples with which Weber supported his
propositions, and relevant features of Ismailism. We
shall, therefore, try to pave the way to the ensuing
discussion by examining these dissimilarities and
investigating as to what extent they nullify (or fail
to nullify) the general pattern of our argument.
33 9
As we have seen, the Calvinist*s notion of an
inscrutably transcendent God, and his belief that God
has pre-assigned salvation or damnation for His
creatures in accordance with an irrevocable degree,
occupied a central place in Weber's attempt to show
that the ethics of the faith had had a powerfully
stimulating influence on rational activity. Now this
may at once lead one to point out that while the
general conception of God in Islam views Him as
utterly transcendent, there is no idea in Ismailism
at all equivalent to the Calvinist doctrine that God
has singled out an elite as bearers of His grace from
beforehand, and that nothing that a man does can
alter His immutable decree. No doubt, the idea of
predestination is by no means alien to Islam and,
over the course of history, it figured centrally in
certain schools of Islamic theology. Nevertheless
it is debatable whether it was held in so absolute a
form as to lead to anything bearing the far-reaching
conclusions which appeared in Calvinist doctrine. One
may, therefore, ask whether there is any justification
for comparing the emergence of planned and rational
economic activity in the West with developments of a
similar nature among the Ismailis, when the concept of
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salvation among the latter is so markedly different
from that in Calvinism which (according to Weber) had
a decisive influence on economic life in European
countries, wherever its influence was felt. This
is a pertinent question, but it involves oversight of
an important link in the chain of interaction between
religious ideas and social evolution. When this
is understood, it becomes evident that the doctrinal
difference does not in any way affect the validity of
a comparative treatment of the two societies in the
context under question. Eor, in an important sense,
this difference is beside the point.
In considering the influence of religious ideas
upon social and economic behaviour, it is important
to no1;e that the immediate impact from the religious
sphere emanates not from intellectual dogmas, but from
the psychological temper either impelling the members
of the society towards action or exertion in a certain
direction, or discouraging them from such action. No
doubt, the "state of mind" as we may call it,can to a
certain extent be traced to specific elements in the
dogmatic system of the faith. Nevertheless, the
dogmatic system is not the immediate source of the
impetus or drive behind the specific mode of conduct in
question. Leber's own analysis of the relationship
between capitalism and the Protestant ethic was based
upon an explicit recognition of the distinction between
the dogma of the immutable decree concerning salvation,
pronounced by the transcendental God, and the "ascetic"
outlook stemming from the tremendous tension this dogma
created in the minds of the believers. Accordingly,
he admitted that this psychological impetus to
methodical rationalization "could doubtless in itself
have been furnished by various religious motives •..
The Calvinistic docttine of pre-destination was only
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one of several possibilities." The importance of
this point for our study cannot be over-emphasized,
and it dispels the misconception that would arise of
the dogma that engendered a particular kind of
psychological drive was confused with that very drive.
In the case of the Ismailis, the ultimate source
of the energy and impetus which was channelled into
systematic pursuit of worldly self-betterment lay in
the ImSfmat. The absolutely binding demand for
obedience to the Imam, and the anxious wish on the
part of the Ismaili to prove himself, in the eyes of
Imam, as his worthy follower, was responsible for a
peculiar intensity. The historical experience of
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persecution, and consciousness of being a minority
group were additiojhal factors contributing to the
intensity of the religious experience in the community,
^e have already seen how this was reflected in the
cohesive spirit which was evident among the members of
the community. Moreover, as we have seen, the emphasis
on individual accountability before God was thorough¬
going. It is not difficult to see, therefore, that
when the migrant-Ismailis found themselves in a new
land, free from the skirmishes and contentions in
India and offering them better economic opportunities,
these factors gained an added importance. Anxious to
prove themselves as worthy of the Imam's leadership
(and the Imam had a central place in their religious
world-view), as they studied his thoughts and
strengthened the ties among themselves, they found
themselves on the "threshold of a major break-through.
In this process, the ethical preceots of the faith
were of decisive importance, for they furnished a
powerful impetus to the undertakings and the projects
of both individual believers and the community as a
whole•
Another major objection to the application of
Weber's thesis to the situation of the Ismailis, may
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arise out of the fact that whereas Weber was interested
in exploring the roots of the distinguishing hall-marks
of Capitalistic activity, in the case of the Ismailis
we are dealing with a much wider entity —namely,
the principle of secular advancement in general, of
which economic progress is but a part. And this,
indeed, is entirely correct. But our argument in this
chapter is based on the premise that between what we
have called the soirit of secular progress among the
Ismailis, and the economic complex which was the focus
of Weber's investigation, there is something
fundamental in common# * To begin with, although the
central focus in Weber's study was a specific economic
phenomenon, its scope extended over a much wider area#
For the "state of mind" which according to Weber, had
served as a factor conducive to the rise of capitalistic
activity in the West, involved the principle of a
rational and systematic ordering of life, and a solemn
x The word "progress" may invite criticism and its use may
indeed be deplored, for it may very well suggest that
we are applauding the developments among the Ismailis as
a measure of contrast with the "less advanced" state
of the other communities. It may be mentioned here
that although such an attitude is difficult to avoid
altogether in some instances, the word "progress" or its
synonyms, or the comparisons that we have drawn (and will
find it necessary to draw further below) between the
Ismailis and the other communities in order to illustr&e
our argument, are intended in as "neutral" a sense as it
possible to do so. By the "spirit of secular progress",
of course, we mean the desire to excel in the non-
religious sohere of one's life. Unfortunately, there
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dedication to labour in one's "calling". The
principle involved here was that of assiduous activity
and devotion to worldly gain, so far as this was
carried out in a "righteous" manner. In even more
general terms, Weber's primary interest was "in the
bases on which religious orientations can exert
22
leverage toward evolutionary social change." It
is this broader dimension of Weber's study which we
hope to utilize in this thesis as a guide-line, For
in the case of the Ismailis what we are interested in
at this stage is the social evolution of the community,
and the increasing differentiation in its organization.
Having come from a social milieu in which traditionalism
was all-pervading, the Ismaili migrants in East Africa
found themselves confronted with the necessity of
making a breakthrough in the direction of a new mode
of organization and a new form of social life. The
principle underlying the new structure was the principle
of desiring the best and doing the best in the cause of
worldly self-betterment. The quintessence of this
is no comprehensive term or phrase through which this
idea can be conveyed both fully and concisely. The
principle underlining what we have loosely called
"secular progress" or the like, will become clearer
through the course of the discussion.
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drive was also the quintessence of the systematic
pursuit of economic gain with which Weber was concerned.
Thus the common factor in the two processes consisted
of a systematic and planned pursuit of goals which were
evidently "worldly" in character, though they may have
been but a means towards purely non-worldly ends.
Part of the social change among the Ismailis —apart
from the organizational changes we have described in
Chapter IV —involved the adoption of a new life-style,
a new pattern of behaviour manifesting itself in the
cultural life of the community. This change can,
therefore, aptly be called "cultural change". And
the form in which this change took place can be
broadly called "modernization". The full meaning
and inroort of these statements will become clearer
later on. Here it may be noted such a change also
demanded the weakening of traditionalism as a pre¬
requisite. The broader fringe of Weber's interest
can therefore be focussed onto this area of the history
of the Ismaili community, in order to enable us to
identify those factors which facilitated change in
this direction. These considerations are sufficient
to disoel any claim that Weber's analysis does not
possess a scope large enough for it to be utilized in
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studying a development in the Ismaili community which
includes, but is broader than, the process of economic
rationalization. Nevertheless, it must be stressed
that Weber's analysis is not used here as a model in
the absolute sense. It has been employed more as a
guiding-line for a systematic study of those factors
which served as the immediate source of the drive,
the direction and the incentive behind the new
"progress-orientated" disposition among the Ismailis
in East Africa.
These considerations lead us directly to the
ethical system of the Ismailis. An examination of
the ethical ideas in the community would enable us to
formulate an answer to questions such as these: What
was the place of the material world in the philosophy
of the Ismailis? How did they "measure" this world
on the scale of their religious propositions concerning
life? What ethical control did their religious
system advocate with a view to successful containment
of life in the world, so that it was in harmony with
their over-all conception of the ideal life? It is
with these questions in mind that we must proceed to
examine the developments in the ethical teachings of
contemporary Ismailism.
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The initial attitude of Satpanth Ismailism to the
world-order, as set out in the ginans was, as we have
noted in Chapter II, one of indifference and aloofness.
The world, according to the teachings of the ginans,
was a vast ocean of temptation, and the believer had
to guard himself constantly against its devious ways.
The tension between the ethics of the faith and the
world-order which was inherent in this attitude was
responsible for a distinctly ascetic outlook. For
the believer was constantly enjoined to work
persistently at purifying his spirit through prayer
and devotion, so that this would stand him in good
stead in the life to come. Any instance of
succumbing to the temptations of the world, or any
signs df interest in material aggrandisement, were
seen as a capitulation to the deceptive fascination
of the grand illusion that is the world. The only
way to experience the reality that transcends the world
of appearance was through adopting a posture of severe
detachment from the continual succession of images
that constitutes the physical world. As a result of
this standpoint, any degree of inner attachment to the
material aspects of life was considered dangerous for
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the believer's spiritual welfare. The end-product of
this attitude of dispassionate detachment was an inner
act of withdrawal. However, it should also be noted
that in the literature of the glnans, the life of the
traditional hermit or yogi is far from glorified.
Thus, with all the eremitic implications of the world-
view of in the glnans, the conventional hermit has no
place in it. Nevertheless, as we have seen earlier,
this oharacteristic interpretation of the cosmos and
of man's place in it failed to give birth to a
systematic ethical code. For the primary emphasis
was on attaining that inner mystical bliss which
accompanied union of the human spirit v/ith the divine
essence. Since we have discussed this element in the
gfnans in detail in Chapter II, we have not attempted
here to do more than recapitulate these ideas. For
our purpose in the context of this chapter, it is
necessary to bear in mind two facts of substantial
importance: (1) that the "ascetic" attitude towards
life which emerged later and which we Sre going to
discuss further below was already present, in an
embryonic form, in the ginans, (a) that despite this,
the nature of this attitude was different in some
essential respects — and not least in the degree to
34<)
which it was worked out in detail — from the latter-day
developments that we shall now proceed to examine.
The first treatise to which one may turn in order
to leara about the ethical orientation towards the
world-order in later Indian Ismailism, is the
Hisala dar TTaqlqat-i-Mn. written by Shihabu'd - din
Shah al Husaynl (d.1885). Here one finds unmistakable
beginnings of what we have earlier referred to, in
Weber 'a terminology, as "inner-worldly asceticism".
This work is of special intoreat because, written in
the form of a direct address to fellow-believers, it
is characterised by a relatively simple style and
reflects a palpable sense &f piety. Owing to these
reasons, it was popular in the community. One may,
therefore, conjecture that it must have had a wide
impact even in those early days when the standard of
literacy was low. In any case, the book serves as an
excellent illustration of the prelude to the latter-day
synthesis of" the two opposed attitudes of acceptance and
rejection of the world-order. The tension normally
springing from the disparity between the ideal
expectations of a religious system with regard to the
world, and the actual state of affairs, i.e. the world
as it really is, can here be seen in its most vivid form.
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Equally striking is the attempt to resolve such tension
through "inner-worldly ascetism", namely, the attitude
of fully accepting the duty to make one's living
through normal occupation, and yet being constantly
on guard against the temptations of the world. The
translator of the text provides us with an apt summary
of this attitude (though not with the same interest in
mind as ours): "If the author invites his readers to
renounce the world and to sever their connection with
worldly pursuits, he by no means wishes them to
leave their homes and pre-occupations, to wander in
the world as religious mendicants. This is one
example of what may be called a standardized expression
suggesting the desirability of an accent on spiritual
values as against being completely absorbed with
thoughts of material advantages in life. He says
exnlicitely that the proper discharge of one's duties
and honest earning of subsistence are highly commendable
2"*>
ways of worshipping God." J Since this attitude
came to be so decisive in later years, it is rewarding
to examine it in further detail.
It is interesting to note that the book begins with
the very theme we have been discussing above. The
introduction to this theme consists of the narration of
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an alleged anecdote in the life of the Prophet when,
on the return of a number of companions from a military
expedition, he "greeted them as men who had participated
in a ,iihad-i-asghar, or the smaller war in the cause of
religion, and said that they still had to take up the
jihad-i akbar, the greater war. Whereupon they
inquired from the Apostle of God, asking: 'What is the
jihad-i akbar?' And he renlied that the most glorious
war is that which one wages against his own vile
instincts (nafs-i-aramara)
Now here we already find the believer or mufti in
called upon to prove his mettle on the battle-front.
His truee- worth has to be constantly shielded from the
polluting influence of the baser side in him. This
can very well be imagined to lead to a state of most
acute tension, and it would be a natural consequence
of the attempt to resolve such tension, that the
believer should plunge into activity in the world in
order to exercise his powers of self-d iscipline and
self-mastery. However, what forms the author's
conscious theme up to now is the necessity of
subjugating one's lower self, of having it, indeed,
"under the keenest surveillance, so as not to let it
have one single moment of opportunity to escape from
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control, and force its will upon one . If this is not
done, it may take one out of the way, overpower one's
will, raising its head from the Hell, and thus prevent
25
one from attaining the position of communion with God
Now the stress on constant mastery over the baser
elements in one's personality may lead to world-
rejecting conclusions. As if to forestall such
conclusions, in the next section the author makes it
a special point to emphasize that life is man's most
precious possession: "You can never imagine anything
as precious as life, each moment of it. Who can
regain even a moment of life that has passed? This
is why I say that it is priceless, for what can replace
it? It is a kind of capital (naqd ). by the
investment of which one can acquire the treasures of
Of.
the mercy of God for oneself."
So far, however, what the writer is trying to
convey all the time is that the believer's spiritual
life should consist of an internal battle— a war
waged with that part of one's self which seeks to
distract him fromacquiring spiritual merit. But this
inner tension soon appears, on a magnified scale, in
one's external environment. How i3 the true believer
seeking to gain rational control of his mind, to hehave
in the world, since face it he must? The answer
involves extending the principle of this principle of
rationality into one's whole life. This means that
the life of a believer would be expected to be
systematically planned, in a manner which reflects an
inner self-mastery: "think not that you have enough to
do attending to the matters of the affairs of this
world, of the daily bread and domestic worries I No,
you can do this. You can remain faithful to the
command of God , _to be His servant while keening the
affairs of the world in a flourishing condition. even
in a better order than usual.
The great religious authorities have divided the
day and the night into three equal parts, each eight
hours long. And if you do the proper things which are
prescribed for each part of the day and night, you
will succeed in j^our spiritual progress as well as in
your worldly affairs. One part is assigned for sleep,
and also food, domestic affairs. One is to be spent
in following his occupation in earning one's
subsistence. And one part is to be devoted to the
worship of God, whose object is the attainment of
the salvation and eternal life."^
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What we see here in a clear and unmistakable form
is the principle of organizing one's life on rational
lines - that is to say, of ordering one's life in
accordance with the very gist of the religious
proposition, so that through self-mastery proved in
the very act of living, one can avoid being e^va.mped
by wild and unruly instincts. A distressing feeling
of the imminence of akhirat or the hereafter provides
the immediate support for the intensity which adds to
this idea a tremendous emotional force. Thus what is
recommended is nothing short of a total and systematic
mastery of life. It is significant that in the
following pages, the author draws a sharp distinction
between 'aql (reason) and nafs - a term which he uses
for the "emotional self". "Reason is the watch-dog,
so to speak, with whose help man can keep his emotional
self under control; it is also the path to God . The
emotional and instinctual forces in man, on the other
hand, are always on the point of erupting onto the
surface, and thus disrupting his systematic endeavour
to organize his life with a view to earning God's
pleasure. It should be noted in this connection that
the course of conduct recommended to the believer is
by no means that of worldly acquisition. However, in
the author's insistence that the goal of the true
355
believer ought to be the achievement of self-mastery,
the approval of worldly success is already present in
a latent and incipient form. For such mastery can
only be achieved and realized in practice, that is to
say, in worldly activity. At the same time, worldly
activity is not considered desirable in itself, but
only when it is subjected to a rigorous soiritual
disciplihe. This line of thought culminates in an
apparent paradox; for we find the attitudes of
acceptance and rejection of the world co-existing
at the same time and in close proximity to one another.
Note for instance the following advice, which is in
keeping with the central theme so far: "Suppress the
impulses of your lower self, and do not tie up so much
of your thought with the matters of worldly life."
It is clear that this sentence, taken alone, suggests
that the believer is expected to refrain from active
participation in worldly affairs. The sentence which
immediately follows it, however, and one which is
equally crucial, cancels this impression and suggests
an almost onnosite conclusion: "Realize that if you do
not permit the external world to trample you under its
pq
feet, you will command it." These two sentences,
following one another, make the writer's ethical
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philosophy very cleart "worldly life should certainly
be lived; not, however, with the intention of revelling
in its pleasures and comforts, but with the aim of
conquering its very nature.
Thus in the Risala dar HaqIqat-i-.Din we already
find the clear beginnings of that austere outlook on
life that was to dominate the ethical philosophy in
Ismailism at a later stage. The next important
illustration of this outlook is to be found in the
farmans of the Imam Sir Sultan Muhammad Shah, during
the early years of his Im5mat. The farmans over this
period embody the same intensity of censure of the
world, the same spirit of anguished self-searching,
the same mood of perpetual vigilance intended to save
oneself from being caught off-guard by one's lower
self, and the same harrowing quest for salvation through
and despite activity in the world. In considering
these farmans and the ethical orientation they bring
to light, two points of vital importance need to be
noted. Firstly, the connection between the ethical
ideas in these teachings, and the flowering of the
incentive for undertaking innovations (which, as we
have seen, constituted a major breakthrough in the
history of the community)7 is not straightforward or
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explicit. As a matter of fact, it would often appear
that the two phenomena were mutually contradictory.
This, however, does not nullify the role of the
ethical ideas in encouraging the breakthroughs we have
considered, for, as we have indicated earlier, the
relationship between the two phenomena was apparently
paradoxical. The second important point that deserves
careful attention is that on close inspection one can
see that the doctrinal system of the community influenced
its social change in a number of different ways. In
other words, one can detect several points of interaction
between the two processes; thus, different components
of the religious and ethical teachings of the community,
or different clusters of such components which form
well-marked or distinct patterns within the over-all
system, influenced the social life of the community
along different routes. In examining these teachings,
therefore, these fine distinctions will have to be
borne in mind •
To begin with, one may note that in this early
phase of Ismailism, the attitude towards the world-
order expressed in terms of spiritual and ethical
ideals, was identical with that which we noted in the
work discussed above, and which corresponds to the
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attitude Weber called "inner-worldly asceticism".
Even a most cursory survey of the farmans in the period
under consideration (roughly from 1899 to 1910)
cannot fail to impress one with what in fact forms the
overwhelming mood of these teachings - the tension
created by the discrepancy between the yearning for
spiritual nrogress and the naked and grim realities
of the external world. This tension in turn is
responsible for repeated exhortations to the believer
to maintain an intent watch on his thoughts and
actions lest they get out of hand and cause him to
stray from the path of spiritual righteousness. This
experience of acute tension, of an almost oppressive
anxiety to steer one's life systematically in the
world, carefully dodging myriads of temptations which
rear their head every now and then, is embodied in
vivid imagery and telling analogies. A. striking
example is the analogy of a train-passenger, who is
unable to relax or sleep while he is on the train, for
the simple reason that he is carrying valuables with
him, and is therefore anxious all the time for the
safety of his possessions. The theme of the analogy
is alertness and self-control; for the believer is
exhorted to be similarly vigilant in his daily life.
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The potential danger to his spiritual being (which
is the priceless treasure he carries with him in his
sojourn on the earth) is believed to lie not in any
outside agencies but in the unruly forces within his
psyche. This idea leads to a strong emphasis on
the need for a feverish and anxious searching of one's
inner self, on an introspective analysis consisting
of a continual watch on what is called the "spiritual
2q
pulse" of one's being. J
Another analogy consists in the picture of a man
riding a horse, \vith the reins safely in his hands.
Just as the rider adroitly preserves his balance and
his control over the movements of the horse, so should
the rational and ethical faculty in man reign supreme
over his instinctual forces. The believer should
maintain sovereign authority over himself, so that his
life-energy is channelled, in a planned and systematic
manner, into the service of spiritual upliftment.
Thus, self-discipline is the quality that should
dominate one's life. Again, some farmans sneak of the
precariousness of man's situation in earthly life.
Thus, he is said to be standing at a junction of two
paths leading in totally opposite directions. One
carries man to his ultimate destruction through the
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fragmentation of his inner self, resulting from the
untramelled explosion of blind passions which toss
him to and fro in chaotic confusion. Conversely, the
other route, if followed, enables him to attain
spiritual bliss, through the "purification" of his
instinctual forces and the triumph of the more rarefied;
"loftier" element in his nature. Once again, the
tension is felt with manifest intensity. It gives
rise to a succession of images, a noteworthy one of
which is that of a man trying to make his way along
a mountain-pass, with a gaping abyss on one side and
sharp rocks jutting out on the other. As the climber
labours strenuously to reach the peak, which alone is
his goal and which alone keeps him going, he has to
maintain his balance with hairbreadth precision, lest
he plunge headlong to his death by losing his foothold.
This vision of earthly life as a lonely, perilous and
steep journey, with the pilgrim plodding his way
steadfastly on, surrounded by wild storms raging
around him, vividly illustrates the severe intensity
which characterizes Ismaili religious thought in this
particular phase. But the decisive implication of
this vision on the believer's conduct in life lies
in the conviction that it is this world which forms
the arena for this grand and dramatic battle. It is
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here that the heroic victory of the nobler element in
him over the lower forces is achieved. And it is
here, therefore, that the light in him dispels the
darkness and thus transforms it into light. This
is expressed in the Iraara's interpretation of ifee
pulsirat of Islamic theology, as merely another name
for earthly life. It is man's dealings in this
life, his transactions with his fellow-men, and
above all, his encounter with the dualism in himself,
that constitutes the tightrope across which he has
to make his way in order to arrive at the shelter and
wo
security of his "native abode".
How this belief that one's personality, especially
in its relationship with the world, consists of two
opposite elements, one of which can bring about true
spiritual fulfilment, whereas the other can unleash
destructive forces powerful enough to crush the very
core of the personality, naturally leads to the quest
for subjugation of the negative forces. Hence a
"correct" attitude to one's worldly life is important,
since, in capitulating to it, the believer capitulates
to his own lower self, and in rising above it, he
rises above the ravaging forces within his own psychic
depths. The advice given to the followers in the
teachings we are considering embodies a dualism,
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which corresponds to the dualism that poses the problem
in the first place. The resolution of the problem
created by the co-existence of good and evil in the
world and in one's own self can be summed up as:
active participation in the external world, counter¬
balanced, however, by a posture of inward detachment.
To begin with, the world is seen as a "prison"•
Man's condition in it is that of a prisoner or an
exiles "The soul is encaged in the body. ?or the
taucmin it is imperative that he should liberate it
from its fetters so that it can move about freely
in a higher world. While the soul is in the body,
it is confined. Till the spirit is yoked to the
body, it will not be able to see anything else. But
when it gets free of the body, its vision will expand.
While it is encaged in the body, it will be unable to
extend its vision ahead, behind, or sideways. The
iaucmin should say to himself, 'it is better for me if
31I break away from this prison'."
Yet, if the context of this farman js borne in
mind, it becomes clear that in the Imam's view, the
"prison" is not the body itself, but the state of
being unable to apprehend anything beyond what is
amenable to material or sensuous experience. °utting
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it another way, it is not the body itself, but the
condition of being hopelessly tied to it, which
constitutes the state of imprisonment. And liberation
is attained not through death, but through the ability
to participate in a higher life while continuing to
lead a physical existence. This requires an attitude
of detachment from one's material possessions, though
the latter are not inherently corrupting. In other
words, the aspiring believer ought to create a
sanctuary in his heart, from which the ebb and tide of
one's worldly life is exoluded. Thu3, the true faqir
is said to be he who is humble in spirit, irrespective
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of whether he is wealthy or poor in material terms.
Hence, ideally, the au {min is expected to preserve
his spiritual integrity through a stoical self-
detachment:
"If you are working very hard and earning a lot
of money, by all means go ahead. But do not let the
inner core of your self be swamped try your success.
If you find yourself prospering, do not get carried
away by it. If you lose everything that you have
earned, do not allow yourself to sink into a state of
desoair or hopelessness." And;on the same note:
364
"If you look around in the world you will realize
that there is not a single man who ear always remain
free from affliction. Illness, hardship, old age
and death are inevitable for every single man .....
Man is bound to suffer from illness and affliction,
but the mu(nin never allows himself to despair because
of such Buffering. liven if the mu cmin is fatally
ill his heart is Illumined and pure. Fo matter how
heavy a burden he has to bear, he never ever breaks
under its weight
vVe can identify a number of theological ideas
and motifs which provided the immediate sanction and
driving-force to this form of ethical outlook.
One conspicuous element in the religious temper of
this period is a pressing consciousness of the
sflchirat, or the hereafter. In the perspective of
infinity, man's span of life on earth is considered
extremely brief. After death, each man, it is
believed, will have to account for his own deeds.
This conceotion of individual resoonsibility for
one'e behaviour in life, and the absence of the
idea of intercession, contributed to the intensity of
individual religious experience. Man stood alone
before God, shorn of the trappings with which he
was adorned in the eyes of the world . Moreover, the
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conception of the immanence of God led to the feeling
that the believer had to be righteous in the eyes of
God, since he was, so to speak, under constant divine
scrutiny. In addition to this, the stress on an
inner transformation of the personality as
distinguished from external conformity to rites,
underlined the subjective and extremely personal
character of the religious experience in the faith.
As a result, the believer found himself confronted by
what be saw as an inescapable necessity on his nart of
constructing his own spiritual life, by setting out
on an anguished search for the "golden mean" between
the two extremes of succumbing to the world, and
running away from it. This conception of religious
rites as a oart — though an essential part — of an
over-all way of life, is an important facet of Ismaili
theology at this stage, and it definitely contributed
to the ethical orientation we are considering here.
Weber made the significant observation that a
religion which make3 salvation available as the
product of a mechanical performance of ritual "leads
directly away from rational activity". Thus,
"virtually all mystery cults have this effect. Their
typical intention is the accomplishment, by the sheer
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8acredne3s of their manipulations, of redemption from
guilt and the distribution of sacreraental grace.
Like every form of magic, this process has a tendency
to become diverted from everyday life, thereby
'ZA
failing to exert any influence upon it."
The ethical notions we have discussed above are
noteworthy in their own right, from the point of view,
for instance, of comparative religion, philosophy of
ethics, etc. Here, however, we are trying to
ascertain their sociological implications. How was
this characteristic dualism in the attitude towards
the world— a dualism revealed in the simultaneous
acts of outward acceptance and inward retreat from
dailjr life —related to the hearty, vigorous, and
tireless oursuit of worldly betterment, which emerged
as so distinctive a hall-mark of Ismaili society at a
later period? One can think of three chief ways in
which the two phenomena can be reconcilerd. Firstly,
one may conclude that the two attitudes were
contradictory, and that the intense religious ardour
and "distancing" of the world in the earlier period
was replaced by an equally earnest espousal of worldly
life at a later period. Alternatively, one may take
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the view that the two attitudes simoly came to co-exist.
Yet another conclusion one nay adopt is that the earlier
attitude was related to the latter-day development in
a definite, albeit subtle, manner. This of course
would mean that the peculiar compromise between
acceptance and rejection of worldly life, which was
part of the overwhelming intensity of the earlier
phase, was continued or extended into, or even helped
to bring about, the later position marked by positive
striving after worldly progress. Those who might
take the first view would be faced with the necessity
of explaining how an attitude whioh was charged with
so much energy, and which was sanctioned by such a
powerful religious fervour, came to be replaced by a
totally opposite attitude. Those supporting the
second position would be confronted by the by no means
less difficult task of explaining how such contrasting
attitudes were able to co-exist. The third position
can be argued on the basis of the general trend of
the V7eberian theory regarding the influence of
religious thought on worldly activity. Since it is
only along this line that we can hope to provide a
reasonably satisfactory explanation of the developraent
we are considering here, the other two positions nan
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be safely dismissed, for the burden of proof lies on
those who might wish to uphold either of them.
Before we go on to consider how the two attitudes
under question were related to one another, and how,
in fact, the first of them served as a prelude to the
second, there are two considerations of vital
ixmportancG one ought to bear in mind. Firstly, we
must admit that this discussion does not provide a
straightforward description of the religious and
ethical ideas in Ismailism in the period under
consideration. For it has been necessary to mould
the data provided in the teachings propounded during
this period in accordance with the analysis to which
we have subjected it. In other words, the
requirements of the analytic framework we have sought
to employ have forced us to work through the available
data, singling out elements that seem to be inter¬
related, and arranging or ordering them to constitute
distinct categories. This process of "sorting out"
the material and re-shaping it or classifying it for
it to be amenable to a certain line of analysis is
inevitable in any systematic study. At the risk of
appearing to state a most obvious fact, we may
emphasize that the distinctions and connections that
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we see do not exist in the data itself, since they are
the product of the specific sociological perspective
that we have adopted . Needless to say that if
different schemes of analysis (say, for instance, a
philosophical one) were to be adopted, the material
would yield itself in a correspondingly different shape.
Another point which demands clarification is
the extent to which we would be justified in ascribing
a causative role to the religious ideas we are
considering, in the development of that attitude we
have called, in general terms, the "spirit of secular
progress". Clearly, one has to be wary about the
temptation to single out one specific feature and
look upon it as the only source of the distinctive
spirit of the ethos of the community. Other factors,
consisting primarily of favourable combinations of
circumstances can by no means be ruled out. In this
connection, for instance, it is most essential to bear
in mind that the Khoja Ismailis were a merchant
community to begin with, when they migrated to East
Africa. It is inconceivable that religious ideas
can work in a vacuum, and the existing commercial
occupation of the community can be said to have
provided a foundation, an essential base, for the
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specific influence of the religious ideas. Given
these reservations, however, and in view of the fact
that desoite the common social and nolitical climate
to which the various Indian immigrant groups were
exposed it was only the Isinaili community which made
an organized breakthrough from the traditional mode
of life, it becomes clear that the religious ideation
was the most determining factor in this development,
For if one were to offer an alternative explanation,
it would be essential to produce evidence regarding
another factor or a group of factors constituting an
exclusive feature of the Tsmailis, as opposed to the
other Indian communities• However, we cannot find
such a distinctive factor apart from the religious
system, for all the Indian communities in East Africa
were historically exposed to the same environmental
conditions. It is for this reason that we have to
resort to the religious ideation of the community,
for this was the only structural component which
differed radically from the corresponding element
in the rest of the Indian immigrant groups.
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More crucial, and lees easy to answer in
straightforward terms, is the question as to the
manner in which the religious and ethical doctrines of
the period accelerated the growth of the particular
ethos we are considering here. Wow we have already
noted that the dualism inherent in the attitude towards
the world in Tsmailisra seems at first sight to be
irreconcilable with if not contradictory to the whole -
hearted and vigorous pursuit of self-betterment in
secular affairs in the later period. Closer
examination, however, leads to a modification of this
initial impression. To begin with, we have seen that
the enormous tension produced by the conflict between
what were seen as the destructive forces of the world,
inimical to the welfare of the soul on one hand, and
the personal striving for spiritual happiness on the
other, was resolved through the motto of active
participation with inward detachment. Thus this
spiritual tension and restlessness proved to be a
dynamic factor in the social evolution of the
community. In addition to this, the dualism
characterizing Ismaili thought in this period helped
to bring about a psychological state which was
favourable or conducive to the flowering of the
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secular outlook. That this growth was rapid and
vigorous is a fact which owes itself to the supremacy
of the Iraam in the community, and will be discussed
more fully in the next chapter. Moreover, the very
fact that there was a dualism here meant that the
later development already had its roots in the ethical
orientation of the earlier period. In the qualified
acceptance of the world in the incipient phase
already lay a potential for the development of a more
positive and vigorous adoption of the ideal of secular
progress•
Furthermore, not only does the seeming
contradiction between the earlier and later attitudes
prove itself non-existent on close examination, but,
even on the surface, the conflict between the two
standpoints is not so sharp or extreme as one might
suspect. As Weber noted, "the supposed conflict
between other-worldliness, asceticism, and
ecclesiastic piety on the one side, and participation
in capitalistic acquisition on the other, might
actually turn out to be an intimate relationship."^
Fven more significant is his observation that there
are instances "where an extraordinary capitalistic
business sense is combined in the same persons and
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groups with the most Intensive forms of a piety which
*z C.
penetrates and dominates their whole lives."^ In
the case of the Ismailis, we find a strikingly similar
tendency for intense religious ardour and a hard-
headed, "down-to-earth" attitude in worldly matters,
to exist alongside each other. And as to the
question of how the pursuit of secular progress sprang
out of the earlier mood, which was marked by a grim
austerity in its aversion to excessive attachment to
the world, the answer, as we have seen, is to be found
in a process working in two different directions.
"First of all, since the earlier attitude towards the
world was dualistic in that it was compounded of an
outward acceptance of the world and an inner state
of aloofness from it, the rudiments of a more vigorous
and decided acceptance of the secular order were
already present at this formative stage. For even
at this period one can find in the ideation of the
community a conspicuous willingness to enter into a
transaction with the material world. Over and above
this, one can detect another route through which the
latter attitude came into being not only as a sequel
but as an outcome of the earlier orientation. For,
by virtue of worldly life being seen as the testing-
ground for the demonstration of spiritual mastery over
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it, participation in worldly activity thus became an
inescapable necessity. In this sense, while the
temptations of worldly indulgence were the enemy
against which the believer had to contend, worldly
life in itself formed the battle-ground on which the
war was to be fought. Moreover, a "correct" attitude
to worldly life, consisting in its tampered and sober
acceptance, counter-balanced by a posture of spiritual
aloofness, was a potent ally in the fight against its
dark and untamed forcds.
While we are discussing the role of the intense
religiosity of the early period in shaping the
latter-day attitude of whole-hearted acceptance of
worldly life, it is necessary to consider at greater
length the precise manner in which the former served
aim
as a vital stimulus to the latter. Jhe most important
way in which the ethical doctrines that we have
described provided an incentive for vigorous pursuit
of material progress was by promoting a psychological
temper which created a prediliction for such activity •
In this spirit of tense confrontation with the material
world and in the resulting mood of spiritual
restlessness, lay a most powerful drive towards
persistent, even feverish, activity in the world.
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Our attempt to locate in the ethical teachings of
Ismailism at this period, specific motifs which
supported the tireless pursuit of material prosperity,
is parallel to Weber's search for similar motifs in
Protestant ethical teachings. What Weber was
trying to ascertain, in his own words, was "whether
and at what points certain 'elective affinities* are
discernible between particular types of religious
belief and the ethics of work-a-day life. By
virtue of such affinities the religious movements
have influenced the development of material culture,
and (an analysis of these affinities) will clarify
as far as possible the manner and the general
direction (of that influence)
We are interested in ascertaining those
psychological impulses which originated in religious
belief and the practice of religion, gave direction
to the individuals everyday way of life and prompted
him to adhere to it,"
Thus it is clear that the very nature of Ismaili
ideation, with the rigorous austerity of its ethical
system, generated precisely such "psychological
impulses" which drfeve the individual follower into a
relentless search for material success. At the same
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time, the most distinctive feature of this
indefatigable zeal for activity was the planned and
systematic, in other words, the "rational" character
of this pursuit. Again as Weber noted in the case of
Protestantism, the idea that a spirit of asceticism
should permeate the believer's life "meant a rational
planning of the whole of one's life in accordance
with O-od's will," ^rhat is even more significant
to note is that this idea had an other-worldly reference
to begin with. It impelled the believer to
undertake "the rationalisation of conduct within the
world, but for the sake of the world beyond ,
With the passage of time, this conception, hitherto
confined to the religious ideation came to be
concretely embodied in economic activity : "Kow it
strode into the market-place of life, slammed the
door of the monastery behind it, and undertook to
penetrate ;just that daily routine of life with its
methodiealneas, to fashion it into a life in the
world, but neither of nor for this world,A
development roughly oarallel to this can be seen in
the case of the Ismailis.
This brings us to another important element In
the relationship between the religious ethics and the
secular enterprise of the Ismailis, The rationalization
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and systematization of both the life-style of the
community as well as its institutions (in other words,
of the value-system of the community as well as its
organization), was accompanied by a corresponding
"rationalization" of the religious ideas of the
community. A detailed examination of this process
in the religious sphere of the community would leave
one in no doubt regarding the considerable influence
it must have exerted on the developments in the social
sphere. In short, the "rational" and "systematic"
character of the ethics enjoined upon the
individual Ismaili had the effect of weakening the
traditionalism, and of obliterating the vestiges of
superstitions (or, in Wetjer's terminology, "magical" )
elements in the faith. As Weber noted, "magical"
notions and practices generally tend to have a markedly
anti-rational and regressive effect on social
evolution. In the case of the Ismailis, the gradual
erosion of the more "superstitious" ingredients of
the belief-system, and the related systematization
of the religious ideas, rendered the faith less
incompatible with the requirements of a "modem" way
of life. It thus helped to create a condition which
was favourable to the development of a "rationalized"
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approach to material life. Over and above this, the
high degree of emphasis attached to "action" (lamal)
in the religions ideation of the period, encouraged
active and assiduous effort in the material sphere
of the community. Thus we can see here a distinct
correlation and affinity between specific elements in
the religious ideation of the community, and the
characteristic developments in its secular sphere.
These arguments can be elucidated by referring to the
actual teachings of the period, embodied in the
farmans of the Imam.
To begin with, it may be noted that the over¬
whelming importance ascribed to virtiious actions ('amal jjj
in Ismailism was a logical sequel to the "inner-
worldly asceticism" of its outlook on life. The
aspiring believer was constantly anxious to ascertain
whether the spiritual element that Ismailism demanded
of him had effectively penetrated his everyday dealings.
He was also anxious to make sure whether his worldly
affairs were marked by the balance and sobriety that
his religion required of him. But this could be
proved only through concrete practical activity. Thus
Sood (amal constituted not only a supreme duty but also
a measuring-rod with the aid of which he could gauge
the quality of his spiritual life. The importance
attached to actions as the criteria of the ethical
379
principles of the faith was associated with the
conception that man had within him both "bestial" as
well as "angelic" forces ranged against each other.
If the believer succumbed to the former, he was bound
to fall into an abyss wherein the forces of chaos
and destruction reigned supreme. If, on the other
hand, he was able to promote the "angelic" side of
his nature and to abide by its dictates, he was in a
position to seize an opportunity to rise to a lofty
realm of the spirit. And the element in life which
determines whether an individual is going to annihilate
his humanity or crown it with divinity, is his
actions. Thus the importance of fomal is so paramount
in Ismaili theology as to over-shadow all other issues.
Another noteworthy aspect of the Ismaili ideas
concerning (amal is the importance laid on right
conditioning of the total personality. This theme
recurs several times in the farmans in the period under
consideration. Human personality is viewed here as
subject to being moulded in two opposite directions.
Sheer force of habit can cause a negative tendency
to be engrained in the personality, so that the
individual constantly acts in contravention of his
better judgement. Such a person thus jeopardises
his own spiritual welfare by smothering his potential
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for developing a truly ethical life. In other words
he accumulates, over the years, a perverse sense of
right and wrong. By the same token, one can, again
through the force of habit and through sheer self-
discipline, engender in oneself a built-in propensity
to act aright. It would be extremely difficult for
such a man, not to say impossible, to act in contra¬
vention of his ethical principles since he would have
to go out of his way in order to do wrong, so to
speak. Thus actions pleasing in the sight of God
would come "naturally" to him - in other words it
would be in accordance with his natural bent to act
aright. The Imam tried to vivify this idea by
using the analogy of the man systematically training
A. P
himself to excel in a particular sport. While
in the beginning such a man may find it difficult to
make a headway, he gradually accumulates strength
over the years, provided he is determined, regular
and persistent in his training. In the same way the
rau (min is enjoined to develop spiritual strength by
subjecting himself to a systematic habit of performing
virtuous deeds, until "goodness" and consideration for
others flows from him with the fluency and spontaneity
of an instinctive response. The importance attached
to planned and systematic effort as a means of attaining
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spiritual perfection and purity turned out to be
crucial, and it is not surprising, therefore, that
when organization of the community began to expand at
an ever-faster pace, and as the Tsmailis applied
themselves to the task of launching new institutions
for secular purposes, this emphasis on methodical
effort in the service of specific goals came to be
extended into the social sphere of the community.
As Weber observed, the development of economic ration¬
alism is determined "by the ability and disposition
of men to adopt certain types of practical rational
conduct. When these tynes have been obstructed by
spiritual obstacles, the development of rational
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economic conduct has also met serious inner resistance."
One specific department of his life where the
believer was especially enjoined to govern his
behaviour according to rigorous ethical standards
lay in his economic affairs. The necessity of
observing strict business ethics is insistently
stressed time and again in the farmans. The strong
importance attached to this requirement is obvious in
view of the fact that commercial enterprise was the
nerve-centre of the community's growing prosperity.
While legitimate profit-making was enthusiastically
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condoned, fradulent or unethical profiteering was
vehemently condemned. Hence honesty and integrity
in business were considered prime virtues and
essential conditions of success in material a3 well
as spiritual life. The Imam pointed out that it was
only in total and unflinohing devotion to the ethic
of honesty in his daily life that the Iemaili
exemplified the true merit of his faith. It was
from the concrete outcome of his daily activity that
his spiritual state could be deduced. Hence the
members of the community were constantly urged to
behave in an exemplary fashion. When it is
remembered that the Ismailis are not a proselytizing
group, the importance of this idea becomes self-
evident. ?or this was the only way in which the
aspiring believer could realize the benefits of his
faith, and the only measuring-rod by which he could
assure himself of his conformity to its demands upon
his oersonality.
Apart from this principle of letting ethical
ideals penetrate and thus transform his conduct in
everyday business-affairs, the believer was also
obliged to face the implications of a rational and
sober outlook on life on other departments of his life.
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The essence of this systeraatization of social life
consisted in the belief that one's life should not be
aimlessf that one's energies ought not be frittered
away in idle or frivolous pursuits, that all the drive
and will-power one could muster ought to be channeled
into seeking definite and "constructive" goals. It
is this idea that formed the quintessence of the process
we can best call "modernization" which we shall discuss
further on. The farmans of the Aga Khan III offer
valuable insight into the ideas signalling this
process. For example, sports (and exercise for the
body) were Passionately recommended, but the
traditional mode of spending leisure-time based on a
slow and inactive tempo, was severely criticized.
Again, sociability and friendliness were considered
cardinal virtues, and recreational activity was
apnroved, but "idle gossip" was condemned. It is
for the same reason and with economy in mind, that
gambling was prohibited. Finally, the Imam always
frowned on begging, and under his strict orders,
charitable help was limited to those who were utterly
incapable of earning their own living, such as
invalids or widows. In this way, every possible
temptation for laxity in worldly calling was eliminated,
and instead, a vigorous spiritual incentive was
384-
provided for advancement in the world through
assiduous devotion to duty and work.
Lastly, it is aporopriate to note another
important aspect of the principle of rationality that
we have been discussing here. As we mentioned earlier,
a central strand in Weber's thesis (and one that is
crucial for understanding his over-all argument) is
that the rationalization of relirious ideas,
esnecially that form of it which acts as a leverage
on the social order, leads directly away from magical
practices. The vestiges of magical elements, he
observed, were to be found wherever there was excessive
ritualism or "distribution of grace", or wherever
there was a tendency to induce hysterical and
transient moods of ecstasy giving rise to cultic
orgies, as in some forms of mysticism. Row it is
interesting to note that in the Ismaili community, the
Imam's policy was to eliminate all the relics of
magical practices inherited from its ethnic
background. Methods of treating disease which were
tantamount to "spiritual healing" were condemned.
Visits to shrines were prohibited. Similar
tendencies to resort to magical devices or artefacts
in times of adversity were gradually curtailed.
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Magical practices on the whole were conbated fiercely
in the Imam's motto, "Tight Superstition". Moreover,
as time went by, the religious life was required to
be "contained" within definite limits. Excessive
pre-occupation with religious pursuits, to the
detriment of secular welfare, was strongly
disapproved. And it was always ensured that the
times of prayers and religious ceremonies did not
overlap with normal working hours. Similarly, the
Imam's policy regarding religious education in
schools was to allocate to it only the minimum
necessary time, so that full attention could be
given to the secular subjects.
We now turn to an important element in Weber's
thesis that can constitute a potential challenge to
our conclusions regarding the relationship between
the secular endeavours of the Ismailis and their
religious ideation. As we noted earlier, Weber
classified the routes to salvation that different
religious systems recommended, into two broad
categories —that of asceticism on one hand, and
contemplative mysticism on the other. The two
attitudes were for him not only distinct but
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antithetic. Now, as wc have already seen, there was
a marked element of mysticism in Ismailism, in the
phase we are considering. The immediate source of
this mystical component, of course, was the ginan-
literature, which, as we noted in Chanter II, is
characterized by an ardent and over-riding mystical
temner. Again, the Aga Khan Ill's personal view
of Islam was decidedly mystical. T,erhaps this was
oartly due to his earlier training and to the
influence of his mother, who was noted for her
deen religious piety. "I have, in something near
ecstasy," he says in his autobiograohy, "heard her
read perhaps some verses by Roumi or TIafiz, with
their exquisite analogies between the beatific vision
of the Divine and the temporal beauty and colours of
flowers, the music and the magic of the night, and
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the transient splendours of the Persian dawn".
This keen noetic sensibility to mystical experience
was also reflected in his farmans. In itself, the
eraohasis placed on mystical experience need not, by
any inherent logic, lead to a negation of worldly
activity. But since we have singled out certain
constell&tions of ideas in Ismailism and seen that
they correspond to what 'Yeber called the spirit of
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"inner worldly asceticism", and since we have
discussed the effects of these ideas on the social
life of the community on the basis of Weber's general
argument, it may be asked how the presence in
Ismailism of that quest for mystical experience,
which 7eber considered to be hostile to worldly
activity could be reconciled with the importance
attached to the world in the same faith. Does not
the simultaneous existence of elements which Weber
considered mutually contradictory leave us with
little or no justification for considering the
influence of Ismaili religious ideation as the social
life of the community along his line of argument?
Our position is that such an impasse does not arise.
This assertion can be supported by two considerations,
one bearing upon Weber's notion of mysticism and
its influence upon practical life, the other
associated with the very nature of Ismaili mysticism.
Needless to say, the two considerations are but two
facets of a single point of view which helps us to
meet this particular objection.
Now in regard to Weber's argument, it is
important first of all to bear in mind that, as is
generally known, his conceptual scheme consisted of
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"ideal types". Thus the contemplative mystic, who,
according to him, conceived of salvation in a
manner that led him directly away from rational worldly
activity was the extreme type. The notion of
salvation held by this extreme or "pure" type of
contemplative mystic "requires that he lives on
berries in the woods, which are not always available,
or on alms."^ Now not only is this attitude
irreconciliably remote from contemporary lomaili
thought—it is in fact something that modern
Isnail ism has persistently denounced —but it is
also contrary, as is well known, to the actual state
of affairs in many mystical schools. Indeed, in
almost all religions, one can find a whole range of
varying degrees of acceptance and withdrawal of the
world in practice, even within tho e groups wemay
appropriately call "myotics". Moreover, even when
the disparity between the "ideal" and the "actual" in
this particular context is borne in mind, there is
an additional reason why the mystical component in
Israailism did not counteract a spirit of active and
eager acceptance of the world. And this is to be
found chiefly in the fact that there were certain
elements in Ismaili mysticism, certain important
nuances in the world-view embodied in it, which
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rendered it essentially different from the type of
"contemplative mysticism" *?eber bad in mind. This is
a substantial factor, and as such deserves detailed
consideration.
Apart from the differences in the techniques of
attaining mystical experience in different systems,
and apart from the important differences in the
organization of various groups which advocate mystical
doctrines, there is a certain sense in which one can
speak of differences in the inner momentum of such
forms of religiosity. The central dynamic of a
mystical faith, broadly speaking, may be said to
consist in a notion of either active striving or
passive resignation. lk> doubt, in both types
of mystical faith, the foremost emphasis is always on
the exnerience of direct contact with the divine.
But the notions regarding the psychological
temperament believed to pave the way towards such an
experience may differ radically in these two broad
categories of mystical philosophy. In lemailiem,
the chief dynamic in its mystical ideation, in the
period we are considering, was provided by the notion
of an upward journey or of a ceaseless movement
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towards greater spiritual perfection. Such a process
was believed to be ceaseless in that the "ascent" of
the spirit was considered to take place in "infinity"
or in a realm devoid of boundaries or limits. The
believer was thus discouraged from fixing his aims
onto any particular experience of spiritual ecstasy,
after securing which he might decide that the final
"goal" had at least been reached, and that there was
nothing more to strive for. Moreover, the mystical
conception of "paradise" in the faith was closely
associated with this idea, and had important
bearings on it. In short, "paradise" was believed
to consist in the development or fulfilment of the
"angelic" element in man. In such a development,
lay the potential transformation of man from what he
is, into a being of a more refined nature. Man's
chief goal was believed to consist in reaching the
state of angels, and, indeed, in rising even beyond
this height. Moreover "naradise" denotes a state of
inner fulfilment, which one could acquire in this life.
Thus, in the mystical ideation in Ismailism, we
find a temperament which had a strong affinity with
the spirit that impelled its followers in their social
life. The notion of a relentless effort and
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struggle with a view to attaining ever-increasing
perfection was common to both spheres. Moreover,
certain doctrinal elements prevented the mysticism
in the faith from breeding an attitude of escapism.
For one thing, the positive assessment of the rational
faculty (reason was hailed as one of the foundations
of the faith) checked the doctrines from gravitating
towards excessive emotionalism. Moreover, the
mystical strand in the faith was closely linked with
the requirement that the believer should constantly
strive to perfect his actions or'amal. Mystical
experience and practical action were considered as
two facets of a single, over-all process. Though
there was a marked emphasis on 'ishq (love) - which
was celebrated with an intense poetic sentiment - and
on ibadat (prayer), both were considered null and
void in the absence of virtuous famal. The following
extract from a letter from the A.ga Khan III vividly
illustrates the close association of ibadat and (amal
in lomaili thought:
"Now Islam has many forms of prayers. Ismailis
in prayer go to a higher and higher spiritual life till
the supreme spiritual life reached immediately after
death, by union, as soon as the day comes when the
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Real calls the apparent to Itself. But Islam first
and Ismailism much more so insists on action;
without action faith is useless; without action nrayer
becomes pride. With entire absorption in work
during the day and then higher prayers at night, a new
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life may come, provided the two occupations are total"
The search for an integration of mystical experience
(attained chiefly through prayer) with worldly
activity, and the anxious attempt to strike a balance
between the two features, could not have been more
vividly enunciated. The following extract from a
press interview given by the Aga Khan ITT clearly
brings out his distrust of sniritual pursuits carried
out in isolation from the world :
"No, T have no liking for hermits and other
solitaries who refuse all responsibilities. They
may live in a town as likely as in a desert, and
their avowed purpose may be to lead holy lives; but,
in fact, if they have ecstasies, they are the ecstasies
of self-indulgence. My concern is not with them.
Those who accent the normal responsibilities of
life, with all the chances of minor annoyance and
utter catastrophe, may know many small griefs and
much great sorrow .... but, if they are at one with
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God and have lived manfully, behind the mask of sorrow,
bitter though it nay be, their souls will be at peace
The Imam's detestation of all positions of retreat
from the world is most obvious here. ^hat is less
obvious, but even more significant, is that this
attitude was not in opposition to but in accord
with the deeo mysticism which was so prominent a
feature of his teachings to his followers.
In tracing the intrinsic rigorism of the ethical
system in Ismailism in the early east African phase,
and in assessing its influence in the secular domain
of the community, we have been dealing with an
essentially indirect form of this influence. In
other words, what we have discussed so far is the
function served by the religious ideation in the
rapidly changing organization of the society. It is
important to bear in mind that in as much as the
function of specific religious ideas in the society
was not overly visible, it wasjlktent in nature.
This, of course, is another way of saying that the
potential for vigorous worldly activity in the
peculiar character of the "inner-worldly asceticism"
of the early period is a sociological fact and not a
consciously intended provision in the religious thought
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of the period. However, as time went by, the
incipient momentum towards vigorous worldly activity,
already present in the stringent religiosity of the
early oeriod, began to unfold into a more straight¬
forward ;energetic and almost dramatic burst of
activity. Correspondingly, the religious sanction
for worldly advancement, which was inherent in the
ideation of the early period, also became more
ofconounced and straightforward. What was originally
an unconscious link now became a deliberately and
consciously cultivated partnership. Thus what we
have here is nothing short of a radical shift from a
latent functional relationship, to a manifest one.
This does not mean that in the earlier period worldly
activity was spumed. ?'othing can be farther from
the truth. The A.ga Khan Ill's ardent supnort for
social upliftment was a most striking aspect of his
character, just as his insistent wish that his
followers should attain a higher standard of living
was a orominent feature of his farmSns to the community.
Nevertheless, as we have seen, the attitude towards
the world at this stage was marked by a rigorous
austerity of outlook, a deep humility and contriteness,
coupled with an urge to attain mastery over the
3
vagaries of the world, approoriate to the spiritual
elite that the Tsmailis saw themselves as. Thus,
the predominant mood in the religious temperament of
this period consisted of a deep sniritual restlessness.
For the core of the world-view at this stage consisted
of a harrowing dualism stemming from the simultaneous
acts of acceptance and rejection of the world. In
this dualism, as we have seen, lay a fertile potential
for determined and vigorous pursuit of worldly ends.
But while this potential was recognized, and its
development encouraged — and one must not underestimate
the extent to which there was a deliberate and definite
philosophy of worldly betterment even at this stage —
it was restricted, in as much as it was modified by a
vigorous insistence on inner detachment. Later,
however, this deep-lying tension was eradicated
through a whole-hearted and vigorous acceptance of
the world. The dualism thus gave way to an
unmistakably single-minded attitude. While previously
there had been an intense but uneasy alliance between
the religious ideation and the secular interests of
the community, now its place was taken by an overt
and whole-hearted marriage of the two elements.
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In considering the foremost phase of East African
Ismailism, we found it necessary to investigate how
the presence of two apparently opposed elements in
the ideational system could be explained. We also
saw that in the ultimate analysis the two elements in
question were much less inherently antithetic than
they seemed to be on the surface. Now, however,
we have the reconciliation provided to us in a most
explicit form in the famans themselves. In the
famans dating roughly from 1911 onwards, we find a
single-minded devotion to worldly vocation, and a
whole-hearted acceptance of all "permissible" forms
of worldly pleasure. The intensity and introspective
tension of the early period has now disappeared.
What we find in its place is a straightforward and
express doctrine treating religion and worldly life as
complementary to one another, and as necessary
ingredients for completeness, both at the individual
as well as the social level. Similarly, in place of
the earlier dualism in the assessment of the world,
we find a synthesis of the spiritual and the
temporal. There are repeated warnings against undue
emphasis on one element at the expense of the other.
The route to fulfilment is believed to lie in the
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synthesis, not separation, of the two aspects. We
have already noted the Aga Khan Ill's avowed aversion
to eremitic or ascetic practices. The following
message to one of his followers who seems to have
sought his approval for retiring from active life
throws further light on his strong opposition to
such retreat from the world :
"Accord ing tb Islam one is not allowed to escape
one's daily responsibilities of life, its hardships,
distractions, material pressures. To run away into
seclusion is running away from the battle and not
facing it.
According to our holy laws, only cowards live
in a world of imagination. It is a great sin to
run away from the daily troubles of the world instead
of doing our humble work and carrying on worldly
activities with other human beings. To enter a
convent, or a monastery, or an ashram is against Islam
and so against Ismailism. It is absolutely opposed
to Islam because it is, fundamentally, running away
from life, which is human. Everybody has his own
troubles and his struggle in life, and yet must keep
spiritual purity of heart. The Prophets and all
Imams lived active, political, social lives.
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Up to this stage, we have been examining the
religious and value system of the Ismailis in its
hearing upon social life, at a primarily abstract
plane. For in accordance with the analytic
method adopted in this study, what we have done is
to distil from the sum-total of organizational
developments discussed in Chapter IV, the underlying
attitude which was common to all these developments
and furnished the essential impetus to carry them
out. We called this basic attitude "the spirit of
secular progress". Concretely, this spirit became
manifest in the increasingly strong emphasis on the
element of "rationality" in everyday life, in the
rapid extension of organizational institutions, and
in that alteration in life-style or values which we
have, for lack of a more comprehensive term, called
"modernization". The practical developments
reflecting and embodying this change in outlook
scarcely fell short of a total over-haul in the
organization, manner of living, and in the norms and
values determining the every-day life of the
Ismailis. In the following section of this chapter,
we shall try to describe the actual changes in the
value-system that came about as a result of the
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emergence of the new ethos. The organizational changes
have already been related in Chanter IV. Accordingly,
in the oresent chanter we shall direct our attention
to the values underlying these changes. In so doing,
it will be necessary tb refer again to some of the
organizational asoects of the community which have
already been discussed in Chapter IV. However, at
the present stage what we are concerned with is not
the actual institutions in the community, nor with the
historical events connected with the appearance of
these institutions, but with the values and attitudes
which created a favourable climate for the emergence
of these institutions, and helped to determine the
manner in which they were going to function.
Before we go on to discuss these concrete changes
embodying modernization in the community, it is
helpful to note the over-all mood pervading the
farmans of the period under consideration (i.e. from
1911 onwards). The dominant note, characteristically
enough, consisted in a mood of forging ahead, of
undertaking adventurous innovations, making break¬
throughs and exploring new pathways. In his auto-
biograohy, the Aga Khan III described the rise of
Islam as a "rapid and brilliant new flowering of
AQC
humanity's capacity and desire for adventure in the
realm of both spirit and intellect."^® This
description of the rise of the Islamic faith tells us
as much about Tsmailism as it does about the Aga Khan's
interpretation of Islam. For the outlook underlining
this conceotion of Islam also pervaded the Aga Khan's
teachings to his own community. And the social
affairs of the community constituted a more concrete
but by no means less important sphere in which an
unprecedented opportunity for the exercise of this
"capacity and desire for adventure" presented itself.
"Fear none but God" was a principle the Imam
frequently tried to inculcate into the community,
with its implication of undaunted readiness to move
forward in new directions. In the same spirit, the
community was encouraged to experiment with novel
organizations or novel ways of life with a view to
keeping abreast of changing circumstances. In the
farmans dealing with spiritual thtmes, the dominant
emohasis was on cheerfulness and sober joviality -
"the mu'min is always in paradise" - and a sense of
youthful animation - "the mu'min's heart is always
young, it never ages". Thus, the attitude to life
displayed here is marked by positive enthusiasm and
a gesture of energetic out-reaching. In accordance
7
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with this spirit, traditional or historical ideas were
given a new interpretation and thus invested with a
new significance. A vivid example car be found in
the following definition of the ideal fidai, in an
Ismaili periodical. The fidai, according to the
writer, "works not only for himself but for the
community as a whole. Tlis life is one of dedication.
For the glory of the faith and the fountainhead of
all inspiration and knowledge, the Imam, he would
immolate SET,? and build on its ashes the edifice of
COMMUNAL PROGRESS. With him to think is to act,
SO
but in a good cause."
Needless to say, this is a far cry from the
meaning the term fidai had come to stand for during
- g 1
Hasan bin Sabah's reign at Alamut. Another note¬
worthy example of this process of re-interpretation
can be found in the Imam's version of the historical
event of Fusayn's martyrdom. In a characteristic
farman to his followers, the Imam said that the chief
lesson of the event at Kerbela was to be found in its
positive implications, in as much as the martyrdom
symbolized a brave defence of certain principles and
ideals. Tn other words, to the Imam, the martyrdom
of Husayn stood for a spirit of forward-looking
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self-sacrifice, and this wa3 its chief importance for
cp
succeeding generations. Indeed, a relentless
pursuit of communal discipline constituted, according
to the Imam, a contemporary equivalent of the ,jihad.
Again, it is interesting to note that on more than
one occasion, the Imam urged the "missionaries" in
the community to devote as much attention, in their
oreachingjto secular matters of importance, such as
cr
female education, as to religious tonics.
hearing in mind this over-all transformation
in the ethos of the community—-a process in which
the energetic and authoritative leadership of the
Aga Khan III played a crucial role— we uay now turn
to specific changes in the community's value-system
in the various departments of its social life. One
might begin with a consideration of the economic
sphere. The transformation in the economic affairs
of the community was reflected both at the level of
collective ventures of the kind described in Chapter
TV, and in the individual Ismaili's attitude towards
his vocation. In the latter case, of course, it is
further necessary to bear in mind that we are here
studying the normative order intended to govern
the conduct of the community-members, and not their
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actual conduct, which can be ascertained only on the
basis of eraoirical data. No doubt, the powerful
appeal of the Imam's farmans to the community
transformed the lives of individual followers in
important respects. But the effects of the Imam's
leadership are more readily observable in matters
such as dress and language, than in more intangible
issues such as the attitudes and values governing the
daily lives of the followers.
The economic field was one field where the re¬
orientation of the community's value-system was
particularly striking. This re-orientation
reflected the growth of a positive relationship with
the world-order. In the ultimate analysis it was,
of course, a sequel to the tense religious fervour
of the earlier period, and was less of a gesture of
turning away from the latter, than a culmination of
it. Nevertheless, the eventual outcome showed a
strong contrast to its antecedent, in that the
religious temper in the later phase was free from the
tension so pronounced in the earlier period.
Nowhere else is this change so explicitely and so
tellingly summarized as in the following .Carman
of the Aga Khan III:
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"According to our faith, one of the greatest
services you can render to the cause of our religion
■54
is to make your worldly affairs a success.
This farman sums up the attitude we have described
as "the soirit of secular progress". Being typically
representative o° the many farmans made by the Imam
on this poin^t, and also the most comorehensive of
them all, it leaves no doubt as to the single-minded
and positive espousal of worldly activity so
characteristic of contemporary Israaili thought.
,F?hat is most important to note in this connection is
that this gesture of enthusiastic acceptance of the
world is supported by a religious conception. Thus
the idea that worldly life deserves one's full
attention was fostered and sanctioned by the religious
ethos of the community. It was this fact of its
being grounded in the religious ideation that was
responsible for the peculiar strength of the new
spirit of secular unliftment in the community. Weber
was impressed by a similar trait in early Protestantism,
and he noted that the sense of duty which drove the
believer to labour indefatigably in his occupation had
a strong ethical impulse behind it: "It is an
obligation which the individual is supposed to feel
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and doea feel towards the content of his occupational
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activity, no matter in what it consists." The
soecial character of this sense of calling was that
"the infraction of its rules is treated not as
foolishness but as forgetfulneas of duty. That is
the essence of the matter. It is not mere business
astuteness, that sort of thing is common enough, it
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is an ethos. This is the quality which interests us."
It ia this attitude that is conveyed in the common¬
place expression, "Anything that is worth doing at all
is worth doing well". But as a cr j tic of "'eber
observed, this proverbial sentence has today come to
be "devoid of all concern with a higher, trand-
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cendental purpose" . In the case of the Ismailis
such a "higher, transcendental" frame of reference foi*
worldly activity has not disappeared entirely even
ut) to date. But its historical role was essentially
similar to the corresponding element in Protestant
thought.
Since the Ismaili community in Bast Africa was
predominantly composed of traders, it was in the
commercial field that the imolicationsof the new
outlook were most pronounced. Thus the Imam's advice
to his followers was to be busy with their work during
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the day and with the "prayer of mi'ra.j " during the
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night. The two activities were to be pursued not
in spite of each other but along with each other
and indeed, in an important sense, with a view to
reinforcing each other. "Concentrate on commerce
business emigration and improve worldly position" —
urged the Imam in a telegraphic message to his
k q
followers. J This sums up the policy of the
community regarding commercial enterprise, and the
spirit which animated this policy. The new effort
was directed chiefly in two directions—achieving
greater "rationality" in economic enterprise, and
providing a more organized and collective basis to it,
on a scale which embraced the bulk of the community.
In beth these developments, the orocess of
"modernization", and the steady departure from
traditional modes of carrying out business, was
most evident.
The transformation of the community from the
stage where the bulk of its members were owners of
small-scale and scattered retail concerns to a
prospering business-community involved radical
adjustments in outlook. While in Chapter IV we
4C7
discussed at some length the economic organization of
the community, especially in the period following the
last wo rid-war, here we are concerned with
transformation of the values constituting the general
economic outlook of the community, which underlined
and sustained the actual commercial institutions.
As part of a process of economic education, the Imam
encouraged his followers to oeveloo that characteristic
alacrity, wariness, and vicilance that is so
indispensable in the psychological equipment of the
successful businessman. Indeed, one finds numerous
farmans bearing witness to the Imam's effort to
encourage among bis followers that characteristic sense
of "hard-headedness" so typical of the astute
businessman. furthermore, the Aga Khan was only too
aware that the traditional hold of family and kinship
ties in the community could very well turn out to be a
major obstacle in the development of economic
enterprise along bureaucratic lines. To counteract
this danger, the members of the community were urged
to learn and adopt the technique of managing their
businesses in accordance with modern economic know-how
and not on the haphazard lines to which they were
accustomed through long tradition and practice. Thus
proper methods of book-keeping and auditing, and
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scrupulous compliance with the rules of systematic
management were recommended with a view to ensuring
continued growth of the businesses run by individual
families. In this way, an over-all process of
economic education of the community was set into
motion. At the same time, the traditional social
and religious ties existing among the mfembers of the
community were fully exploited and re-channelled
into massive collective endeavours of the kind
described in Chapter IV. These finance corporations
were highly instrumental in furthering the economic
education of the community, and in initiating its
members into modern, methods of economic enterprise.
In turn, this process of economic learning, and of
increasing familiarity with the principles of
bureaucracy, was reflected in the management of the
corporations and in the establishment of new ventures
demanding sophisticated economic know-how. It is
also significant to note that while these institutions
were an embodiment of the principle of organizing the
community as a miniature "welfare state", the Imam
made sure they were run on a basis of self-help, and
that they did not get converted into charitable bodies.
Hence, the goal at which the community leaders were
aiming, in accordance with the wishes of the Imam,
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was an interlocking of individual enterprise with
joint, large-scale ventures on a communal basis, and
the maintenance of an ideal balance between the
principle of extending welfare benefits within the
community, and the policy of inculcating strict
business acumen in its members.
The latter policy was closely associated with
another ingredient in the over-all process of economic
rationalization—the orinciple of strict economy in
everyday life. This is so marked a feature of the
farmans of both the Imams, that it deserves imnortant
consideration. Moreover, it is also indirectly
related to the religious temoer of the earlier
period (i.e. vyith the "inner worldly asceticism" of
the ethical system). For in view of the austere
temper which the Ismaili was expected to cultivate,
especially in relation to his worldly activities,
nothing could appear more undesirable than vain¬
glorious display of wealth. On the other hand,
since legitimate acquisition of wealth was considered
not only permissible but almost obligatory, simplicity
in orivate life was admired as a reflection of
spiritual sobriety, signifying the attitude of
accepting the world without beinp- carried away by it.
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By a curious paradox, however, once the ethic of
positive acceptance Of the world became more and more
consciously emphasized, and once the tension which had
originally been introduced by the dualistic outlook
towards the world had disappeared, the principle of
rigorous economy in one's daily life came to be
pursued for its own sake . At this stage, in fact,
it became a deliberate instrument in attaining
greater economic prosperity. Hence, it was a striking
reflection of economic rationalization, and of the
drive in the community for acquisition and success.
Especially during the war years, the Imam's constant
encouragement to his followers to add to their savings
and to invest them in the financial institutions of
the community, was designed to consolidate their
economic position: "Now that European War is over,
everywhere postwar Plans will be put into action and
in order to withstand all competition and face
difficulties with success it is of paramount
importance that the strictest economy should be
observed in all worldly expenditure
So ran many of the messages from the Imam over this
period. The principle of economy was also advocated
with a view to creating an austere and restrained
style of life —a reminder of the severe intensity of
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the earlier period. Thus, the followers were
asked to remember that "economy in daily life as part
of religion is necessary, you mu3t not squander money
on gambling, betting on horses, unnecessary expensive
clothes ... It cannot be over-emohasized that
the high importance attached to this idea was not
merely a reflection of sound business sense; it
signified an important development in the life-style
of the followers, and hence, in their value-system.
The traditional customs of organizing regular and
lavish feasts, or of spending enormous amounts of
money on ornaments and personal adornment, or on
elaborate festivities (especially on occasions such
as marriage), were vehemently criticized by the Imam.
In common with most other Indian communities, there was
a firmly entrenched custom among the Ismailis to
celebrate marriages in lavish and grand style,
accompanied by elaborate ceremonies and costly
exchange of gifts. TTence the change in the life¬
style of the East African community was most radical
and pronounced in this Particular area. The Imam
ordered the prevailing festivities to be eradicated
one by one, and the followers were asked to spend
"next to nothing" on occasions such as marriage, and
to re-channel the money thus saved into "uplift on
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modern lines," " i.e. into such causes as "emigration
... commercial and business training and .... general
6"5
education." The process of modernization, and the
eclipse of traditional values governing the life-style
of the community-members was thus demonstrated most
clearly in this particular field.
Education was another department of community-
life where the process of modernization was most
pronounced. As we saw earlier, progress in building
educational facilities and bringing them into line
with modern theories and techniques, has been one
of the most striking- developments in the community
in the past few decades. Here we are concerned
only with the values and attitudes underlining this
development. The line-erini? influence of a traditional
mode of life was once again weakened by the "religious"
support provided to secular education—"religious"
in that the lead came from the Imam, and secondly, in
that the education of children was considered not
only a worthy accomplishment but a duty incumbent on
all Ismaili parents. The following farmahs clearly
illustrate the nature and degree of importance
attached to this matter:
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"It is the duty of all jamats to impart worldly
as well as religious education to their children.
For girls as well, 3uch education is necessary ...
Not a single follower of mine should be
illiterate."64
And, on the same note:
"It is essential that both boys and girls should
acquire education. The problem of education is so
very serious and important that it is a question of
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life and death for a community or jaraat."
It is also interesting to note that the education
imparted in the Ismaili schools (always named "Aga
Khan" schools), was entirely secular in nature, and
was organized on modern, Western lines. Though
religious education was maintained alongside the
secular studies, the time allocated to it was
comparatively meagre. Moreover, the Imam's exoress
policy was that religious education should in no way
be allowed to interfere with normal studies, and
since the time set aside for it was small, there was
no question of it encroaching on secular studies,
which thus received a larger share of attention.
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Lastly, it is interesting that the Imam saw the true
nature of education as being, aoart from a mental
exercise, an adventurous nromotion of the individual
as well as communal spirit. This is in accordance
with the snirit of "forward-movement" that oervaded
his aporoach to other asoects of community-life.
In the earlier phase of the consolidation of the
community's position in East Africa, this conception
of the role of education in the community was tied
with the need for immigration into rural areas, and
with the call for a spirit of adventure :
"Ismaili people have reached where they are
now because of the soirit of adventure. Now it seems
that only in the ignorant and illiterate you will
find that soirit. The real object of education today
is to improve the soirit of man and not his knowledge
of facts and figures. That spirit must become
stronger, and the urge to find full satisfaction in a
65
large and distant country must be encouraged."
No doubt, the role of education in the community
is conceived in a radically different manner at the
present time. This is because in the oost-indeoendence
era, the oresent Aga Khan has shown an anxious desire
that the community's education policy should be geared
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in accordance with the policies of the new governments,
so that young Tsmailis may find themselves equipped
in precisely those areas where they are wanted and
welcomed. Commercial prosperity and immigration are
no longer the targets of community policy. But the
historical transformation of ideas in these fields
enables us to see not only the antecedents of the
present developments in the community, but also the
new set of values which stimulated and facilitated
this transformation.
We might also briefly glance at some other areas
of community life where there was a similar trans¬
formation of values and the life-style of the followers
in everyday matters. A revealing example is to be
found in the Aga Khan Ill's farmans concerning health,
diet, etc. These farmans are most revealing in that
they vividly illustrate an explicitely religious
sanction behind these otherwise purely worldly issues.
What more convincing evidence about the peculiar
integration of religious ideas and social adjustment
can be called for, than the following farmahs of the
Aga Khan III:
"Remember that according to our Ismailia faith,
the body is the temple of God for it carries the soul
that receives Divine Light. So great care of the
body, its health and cleanliness are to guide you in
later life .......
"In Islam, a Moslem should have a clean soul in
a strong healthy body. We cannot order our bodies
to be healthy and strong but can by constant
attention, care, regular exercises and sports in our
youth and early years of manhood go a lon<~ way to
counteract the dangers and evils that surround us ..."
"You must all remember the importance of a
healthy soul and a healthy body. The healthy soul
comes by a constant realization of the beauty of the
Supreme Being. Your constant duty is the development
Co
of a healthy body which is the temple of God ."
The following farman, though consisting of the
same theme, touches on another problem that is
responsible, in religious propositions in general, for
the tension between a religious "explanation" of the
world and the undeniable reality of pain and sorrow:
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"•....How I turn to a second very important
subject, in some ways perhaps more important than
education. As you all know very well, we are Muslims
of the Imami Ismaili sect and both in Islam generally
and particularly among Ismailis,* the belief is that
the only true masjid or house of God is the human
body, in which the soul lives through its earthly
period of discipline, joy, difficulties and sorrows.
This body must be carefully looked after. Some
illnesses and afflictions are quite natural and are
trials through which we must all pass. But,
unfortunately, among us I find that for one such
natural illness or indisposition there are five or
ten due to defective diet and due to habits going
against the principles of health:?- determined by
nature."69
It may be pointed out that this farman was made
in India, where the standards of health in the
community were probably poorer than those prevalent
among the East African followers. Begardless of
this, however, it is interesting to see how the A.ga
Khan tried to modify the attitude of Pious acceptance
of suffering that springs from Islamic belief and
would presumably be, if anything, reinforced by the
4 IS
mystical element in Ismailism. It is quite probable
that the Imam was aware of the danger of the
fatalistic implications of religious belief and
so deliberately tried to formulate a compromise
between a religious (or mystical) interpretation of
life, and a more practical, hard-headed approach
enshrining the notion of individual responsibility:
""Rather than complaining about the sorrows and
hardships that afflict you, you must accept them with
joy. You must understand that it is only by patiently
enduring the misfortunes and hardships which are part
of your lot in life, that your spirit can be cleansed.
Rut, your spirit does not benefit when it is your
own carelessness that is responsible for the illnesses
and hardships which you suffer. "Tan possesses the
gift of reason, and using this gift, you must take
full measures against those diseases that follow your
70
own lack of care."
This faman is a typical example of the Aga Khan
Ill's diplomacy in seeking to establish a compromise
between worldly common-sense and religious idealism.
His own thinking was marked by this peculiar
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partnership of a bold down-to-earth attitude and a
fervent sense of religious piety, and this was not in
the least surprising in view of his diverse roles
and his multifarious interests. Within the community,
the Afra Khan spoke much more in accepted theological
language than he did elsewhere, but the reverberations
of his own personal outlook on life and his variegated
interests were constantly noticeable in developments
in the lives of his own followers.
We might now examine some other important changes
in the life-style of the community members, reflecting
the same process of modernization. A most concrete,
outward symbol of the modernizing movement was the
dramatic;almost overnight adoption of western dress by
the women members of the community in Place of the
Indian traditional costume. Although some farraans
on this note had been issued after the war, it was not
until the "Evian Conference" took Place at Cairo in
195? that the change of dress was adopted as an
important policy in the community. The reason advanced
for this policy was that it was necessary for the
Ismailis to turn their back finally and completely on
the Indian way of life, and to adopt a life-style more
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in accord with both British and African aspirations.
It was felt that the change in dre3s would act as a
potent catalyst in accelerating a change of identity.
No doubt, it is important to bear in mind that such
ingredients of one's life-style as a distinctive
mode of dressing nay become part -and-parcel of the
identity of an individual or a society. When it
comes to play such a fundamental role in the orojection
of a society's image, it may become especially
resistant to change, for by then it would have
acquired an importance much greater than its own
intrinsic significance. In short, it would have
become not only a necessary ingredient in the identity
of the grout), but also a tangible symbol representing
its distinctive personality. In this sense, it has
a tendency to become the very embodiment of group-
identity, and an outward, tangible proof of it.
It is not surprising therefore that one often finds
ethnic or national groups with such outward and
definite objects marking them off from other people,
clinging to such proofs with an intensity that to the
outsider may avvear grossly disproportionate. The
real source of the extra-ordinary strength of the
feelings attached to such annarentlv superficial
traits is to be found in the fact that from being
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mere customs or habits, such traits pass through the
stage of serving as useful concrete symbols of the
values governing a society, and end ut> as being the
very embodiment of these values. They also furnish
a orecious tool in the society's attempt to communicate
with the world, to announce to other people its
separate existence in its own right. Moreover, such
a declaration is also self-addressed, in other words,
it is a technique adopted by the people in question
to interpret themselves to themselves, and, if these
traits are discarded and new ones adopted in their
place, what the people are doing in effect is
re-interpreting themselves to themselves.
In the case of the l3mailis, the change in the
women's mode of dressing served just such a symbolic
function. To begin with, it was a total and
determined break from Indian society. It would be
safe to say, in fact, that the decision marked a
final orocess in the community of turning its back
once and for all on its Indian ancestry. It also
marked its increasingly closer identification with
the '.Vest. It is not surprising therefore that
this consoicuous and dramatic gesture provoked strong
criticism and resentment among members of some of the
All
other Indian communities. To some of them, the
Ismailis had become over-westernized; to some others,
the women were clearly displaying a distasteful fall
71
in moral standards. Such resentment also points
to the underlying meaning behind the decision of the
Ismailis and the hostility it provoked among the
other Indian communities. It was a culmination of a
process that had been at work since a long time - a
widening difference between the Tsmailis and the other
Indian communities, arising at least in cart out of
the Ismailis' repudiation of the Indian way of life,
and the increasingly earnest adoption of "modern"
secular values associated with the West.
A similar mechanism, and equally far-reaching
in its symbolic significance, was the abolition of
Gujrati, from the curricula of all Ismaili schools.
This was also one of the resolutions of the Evian
Conference. English now became the sole language
in these schools, and it was essentially a prestige
language. Knowledge of English thus constituted a
status-symbol. Prom tjow on, the disuse of Oujrati
was only a matter of time . The oresent Aga Khan
signalled its elimination when he urged his followers
to adoot English as the language to be used not only
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in the schools, but also at home.
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These outstanding changes were accompanied, as
we have seen, by oarallel changes on a smaller and
less visible though by no means insignificant scale.
The common denominator in these changes consisted of
an influx of new values, which were ultimately derived
from the Western secular ethos. And the area of
activities affected by this transformation was truly
broad, ranging from the most intimate and domestic
matters to social relationships, education, etc.
The replacement of traditional values by new Western
values was visible even at the most ordinary level and
in regard to essentials such as diet. The mode of
cookinr ceased to be exclusively Indian; orincioles
of hygiene were oropagated by community leaders;
and the Tmara actively encouraged freer and broader
narticioation in snorts (for which more and more
clubs and facilities were set un), and such social
and intellectual activities as debating, etc. The
important asoect of these changes is not so much the
new set of customs and activities in themselves (at
any rate, to what extent these actually became estab¬
lished in oractice can be ascertained only through
field-research), but the anneal they had for the
community, and the aura of orestige that was
associated with those whose life-style incoroorated
these new ways. This is what is meant when we speak
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of them as values« While this term is more or less
precisely defined in sociology, anthropology and
allied disciplines and is, in fact, often employed
as a concent, we may take a rather random example and
note a broad definition proffered by one particular
anthropologist. Firth defines value as "the
preference quality assigned to an object", and notes
the fact that it always "involves judgement on a
preference scale, a grading"• Moreover, "it implies
primarily positive qualities, ideas of desirability
or worth.This definition is sufficiently apt
and useful for our purpose. It is obvious that
whether or not a society succeeds wholly in realizing
certain ideals in actual practice, it is undeniable
that all societies do have such ideals. These ideals
are held up as worthy and desirable goals• The
reason why a certain group cherishes particular ideals
may or may not be expressed in religious terms. What
is more, these ideals or objects may be personified
in concrete objects, specific habits and customs, or
definite modes of behaviour. It is with such ideals
or, more strictly, values, with which we are concerned
here. In the case of the Ismailis, the Western way
of life embodied just such a set of values. In other
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words, it had a peculiar appeal as a status-symbol,
and it apoeared as eminently desirable to the community
as a whole. No doubt, this sense of admiration was
at least stimulated and augmented, if not wholly
inculcated, by the Aga Khan III, who was manifestly
convinced that the future of his community lay in
the adoption of a pre-dominantly European way of
life. Moreover, introduction of basically European
values was evident, as we have seen, in diverse areas
of the social life of the Ismailis, ranging from
minute and unobtrusive aspects such as diet, rearing
of children, etc., to such outrightly conspicuous
matters as language, dress, etc. The following
message of the Imam, demonstrating a paternal joy
at the success of the community in this field, also
makes the importance ascribed to this process within
the community, unmistakably obvious:
"I am glad to say that between the year when I
first came to Africa, 57 years ago, and today, there
has been great advance amongst my beloved children.
In those days you were a handful of Asiatics lost on
the continent hoping only for protection from
officials and from the local government. Now, you
are a big organized community and thanks to the various
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Jubilees, you have a capital which no other community
of your size has in the world. You are organized ,
your education is going up, you have accepted and
adopted, like the Japanese, European conditions of
rj A
life such as clothing, habits, etc."
Lastly there remains for our consideration a
particular focus of reforms in the community which
was, once again, highly conspicuous, and to which the
Aga Trhan devoted a fair share of his attention. ^he
role of women in his own community and jn Islamic
countries was a subject for which the Aga Khan had
especially strong views and feelings. In his auto¬
biography, the Aga Khan said with manifest pride that
"in my grandfather's and my father's time the Ismailis
were far ahead of any other Muslim sect in the matter
of the abolition of the strict veil, even in extremely
conservative countries. I have absolutely abolished
it; nowadays you will never find an Ismaili woman
wearing the veil. Everywhere from the first I have
encouraged girls' schools, even in regions where
otherwise they were completely unknown"The
position of women was a tonic about which the Aga Khan
was particularly sensitive, and a complaint on the
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part of a more conaervate member of the community
to the effect that the reforms that were being carried
out might lead to the "vices of Hollywood" entering
the comrnunitj'', drew a fiery retort from the Aga Khan:
"This gentleman has talked of the vices of
Hollywood coming amongst the young ladies of the Jaraat,
I hate the vices of Hollywood. But what about the
worse vice of the slavery of women in purdah, burqah
and senana where women are reduced to the moral
insignificance of vegetables and physical wrecks, and
diseases such as tuberculosis, etc. God does not
consider anybody moral who is out in a cage or box
and locked up. The only morality is of those who
persist the temptation of evil and with honour carry
their head high, having seen the attraction of the
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had and chosen the good."'
One of the most important means through which
the Aga Khan tried to promote the status of women in the
community was education. Even a cursory survey of the
farmans on this point leaves one in no doubt that
this cause was particularly dear to him. The most
notable point of significance of the Imam's efforts
to promote female education in his community lay in
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the fact that it was a radical break from the orevalent
Indian as well as Muslim tradition. One can easily
imagine that the idea of female education was not
only alien but also reougnant to the community in as
much as it was, owing to its ethnic ties, strongly
attached to Indian culture. Similarly, female
education was hardly a positive ideal in Muslim
countries. As early as 1913, during a visit to
Bombay, the Aga khan was jubilant to see an
exhibition of handiwork at an Ismaili girls' school,
and this orovoked a lengthy and imoassioned farman
from him extolling and underlining the virtues of
female education. The gist of the farmanfin his
own words, was that "there should not be a single
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Ismaili girl who is not educated". Several years
later, the Aga Khan made a similarly passionate plea
for female education at Zanzibar. Judging from the
tone of the farman, one may imagine that he left
his followers in no doubt as to the seriousness with
which he viewed the subject, and asserted firmly,
"All the knowledge that exists in the world should
7 Ptbe available to girls for them to master". A year
later, at Mombasa, the Imam touched on the same
tonic: "I do not wish to see Ismaili women deoendent
on their marents, husbands, or anyone else but God ....
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Give to the girls such education as would enable them
7 Q
to make their own living".''7 At the same place, but
many years later, the Aga Khan was even more emphatic :
"Supposing a father load two children, a son and
a daughter, and could afford to eduoate only one of
them —■ if such parents were to seek my advice, I would
recommend the daughter to be educated first. I should
expect that the boy would be able to stand on his own
feet anyway, and so it is the daughter who should
have the priority. There is an additional reason
for this — if the mother is educated, she will be
able to teach her children. Whereas even if the
father may be educated, he may be so involved in his
business affairs as to unable to give his children
the kind of attention an educated mother would be
capable of.
"Girls should receive excellent education. Even
more than men, women should have perfect faith and
confidence. It is very important that women should
cultivate spiritual strength. I have declared Ismaili
women to be free and independent. If this had not
been the case, your status would have been the same
as that of other Muslim women who are shrouded in the
430
veil, unable to walk the streets with self-assurance.
But your Imam has brought you total freedom. The
Ismailis are fifty years ahead of other Muslim
communities. Kven in the next twenty years the
other Muslims will never be able to attain the
independence that the Ismailis have already
achieved^
The farmans quoted above illustrate the Aga
Khan's concern for the education of women.
Associated with this was an equally solicitous
concern for their health — and of their children.
Once again the orocees of "modernization" is obvious.
In 1926;, at Nairobi, the Imam recommended the
formation of a committee of women conversant with the
orinciules of child health, in every important town.
From then on this was a regular and prominent theme
of his farnans. An interesting fact to note here is
that the jamatkhana became the centre for
dissemination of information of this kind . The
nartnershin between the spiritual and the temooral
could not be more striking. ("No not think that
the .jamatkhana is a place only for orayer - you ought
to arrange lectures on child-welfare and related
QO
subjects in the jamgtkhana." )
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Te may comnlete this examination of the orocess
of modernization of the life-style of the hast African
Ismailis, by a brief look at the values governing the
institution of marriage in the community. In some
ways, the transformation of the very nature and
organization of the marriage ceremony was so
complete, as to stand comnarison y in its thorough¬
going nature, with the changes of dress and
language. It also marked an uncompromising break
with Hindu tradition.
Marriage itself was, in the Imam's mind,
something fundamentally in accord with the Islamic
worId-view as he interpreted it. A message sent to
the community, "Prevent young oeoole remaining
unnaturally single", sums up this attitude. It was,
however, in connection with this very institution that
the Indian cultural traits among the Ismailis were
most nrominent. Marriage festivities were usually
extremely protracted, lasting over several days, with
ritual exchange of gifts sealing the new bonds between
the families of the two parties, and accompanied by
lavish feasts, oayment of dowry, gifts of ornaments,
etc. The Imam's main objective was to trim down the
ceremony until only the bare essentials remained.
4 32.
The A.ga Than III fought a militant crusade against
the lavish ceremonies and rites accompanying marriages.
The following extract provides a good exanole:
"Trending on marriages is the worst of the Hindu
systems that you have. Marriage, death and birth
ceremonies must be drastically curtailed. Tee how
they marry in Forth Africa, Egypt, Mecca —they are
o*z
very simnle marriage ceremonies."
It is interesting to note that the community
leaders felt so restless about the oersistence of an
essentially Hindu style of celebrating marriages,
that rules enforcing restrained expenditure and
forbidding Hindu rites# were laid down in the
official constitution of the last African community.
Clauses entrenched in the 1962 constitution regarding
the marriage ceremony are a vivid case in ooint:
Note for instance the following articles soecifying
the kind of celebration oermitted on the marriage day :
"238 Priends and relatives may visit the home of
either the bridegroom or the bride on the
day of the marriage and may be served with
soft drinks and/or sweets.
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239 The bride and the bridegroom jointly or
separately may arrange either a receotion or a
party on the day of the marriage or on the day
following.
240 If ouch reception or a party is a joint one, the
number of guests shall not exceed 200 oersona.
241 If such reception or oarty is a separate one by
the bride or the bridegroom, the number of
quests shall not exceed one hundred nersons.
242 For the ournose of Articles 240 and 241 guests
mean and include family members, relatives
and friends.
243 At any such reception or- oarty no alcoholic
beverages shall be served.
244 All other feasts, oarties, sundowners or
receotions to celebrate a marriage are strictly
prohibited.
245 All other ceremonies and customs whatsoever
celebrated before, at or after marriage,
including 'mandvo' '^aheramni' and ,naradi'
^customs of essentially Hindu originjT'are
strictly prohibited .
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246 On the occasion of a carriage, the bride nay be
given a gift of not more than four simple dresses
and one ring by her family and not more than four
sinnle dresses and one ring by the bridegroom
or his family.
247 °n the occasion of a marriage, the bridegroom
may be given one suit and one ring by the bride
or his family.
248 Any other exchange of gifts between the bride and
bridegroom and their respective families is
strictly orohibited.
249 The custom of exhibiting gifts is strictly
orohibited. n
Associated with the attempt to eliminate, among
other things, 1 indu rites and exnensive ceremonies,
was an equal!y determined attempt to strio the
institution of marriage of any oarticular religious
significance. It is interesting to note how closely
the form of marriage-ceremony orevalent among the
Ismailis today resembles the "civil marriage" in
the "est. Once again, the process of modernization
is self-evident, though the Aga Khan also explained
that the Islamic concept of marriage was very much
in the nature of a secular "contract" :
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"It is important that it should be realized
among non-Muslims that the Islamic view of the
institution of marriage .... is that it is a
question solely of contract,of consent, and of
definite and mutually accepted responsibilities. The
sacramental concept of marriage is not Islam's;
therefore exceot indirectly there is no question of
its religious significance at all, and there is no
religious ceremony to invest it with the solemnity
and the symbolism which ascertain to marriage in
other religions, like Christianity and Hinduism.
It is exactly analogous to — in the West — an
entirely civil and secular marriage in a "Registry
Office or before a Judge.
Two other vital issues in which there was a
determined attack on the remnants of Hindu tradition
were, firstly, divorce, and secondly, the attitude
towards divorcees and widows. "Regarding divorce,
the community accepts it as permissible and even
necessary in certain conditions such as dis¬
satisfaction arising out of the failure to produce
children. In this sense the attitude towards
divorce amon^r the Jsmailis is remarkably lenient.
6n the other hand, it is by no means easy for an
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Ismaili counle to orocure a divorce according to the
constitution in force, except if it is obviously
called for. A close study of the constitution would
convince one of the justifiability of the Aga Khan's
claim fin his auto-biography) that no Ismaili could
divorce his wife "for a whim or —■ as is sometimes
falsely imagined in the West — some frivolous or
Q£*
ertatic nretext". 1 For in the case of an Ismaili
applying for a divorce even on grounds recognized
in the constitutions, the first reaction of the
council, in accordance with the provisions laid
down, is normally to appoint arbitrators with a view
to heloing the couple resolve their marital
difficulties. It is only when such arbitration fails
07
that divorce is considered.
An important issue over which the Aga Khan tried
to combat the relics of the Indian outlook among the
Ismailis was re-marriage of divorcees and widows.
It is likely that in accordance with Hindu customs,
there may have been a persistent tendency among the
Ismailis to attach a sense of stigma to divorcee-
women and widows. The Imam tried through the
combined exercise of authority and persuasion * to
counteract this stigma. Regarding divorcee-women,
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he pointed out that it was "against the princinles of
OQ
Islam not to remarry a divorced woman".-' And in
the same vein, he continuously tried to fight
prejudice against wicows : "We are not Hindus. The
Islamic faith permits re-marriage. Even the Holy
Prophet had married several widows
Moreover, the Aga Fhan's anxiety for safe-guarding
the rirhts of women in his community, and according
them a dignified status comnatible with what he
believed to be the Islamic teachings on this matter,
as opposed to Hindu practices, was also reflected in
the various constitutions. The latest constitution,
for example, includes very definite clauses enforcing
commitment on the part of an ex-husband to provide
amole financial provision to his divorced wife and
to the children. One cannot, moreover, help being
struck by the strictness with which the mahr is
on
enjoined.J
The pattern of the discussion in this chanter
up to this stage can be divided into two broad
sections. To begin with, we examined the role of
the austere religiosity of early East African
Ismailism, in generating a favourable attitude
towards the world. This was followed by a conscious,
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deliberate, and vigorous affirmation of the secular
world. Thus a series of secular or modern values
came to be fostered by the spiritual aspirations of
the Imam and the community. These values were but a
reflection of an over-all ethos which saw the temporal
world as at least equal in importance to the
spiritual world. On the practical plane, these
values were essentially derived from the West, and
found concrete embodiment in the changes in life-
habits and style which we have discussed above.
The general movement was a steady advance in the
direction of modernization and a swift and decisive
break with Indian cultural traits. An interesting
question that would Immediately cross one's mind here
is t What was the sequel to these changes in values?
Where did the adoption of European values in
language, dress, and domestic habits, lead the Ismailis
in terms of their identity and image, both as
interpreted by themselves and by others? It is
with this aftermath of the ousting of traditionalism,
and the emergence of a "modem" set of values, with
which we are concerned in this third and last
section of this chapter.
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The questions raised above, of course, are
questions that can occur in regard to any society
undergoing a process of change. What structural
alterations affect a society which turns its back
on traditional traits inhibiting change, and adopts
those values which facilitate adoption to a modern
ethos derived from the West? It is obvious that
it would be grossly unrealistic to sneak of a
society "becoming" something else. No society can
undergo such metamorphosis any more than an
individual can. In other words, nd society can
can cease to be itself and "become" another society
altogether, any more than an individual can erase
his own existence and become another individual.
Here, of course, we are running the risk of stating
the obvious. But it brings us to an important
truth — in many societies, the process of innovation
or inculcation of new values* is bound to produce a
reaction and a reassertion of certain "original"
values, in order to safeguard the identity of the
community or nation in question. In some instances
this nrocess takes olace in three nhases: firstly,
there is an enthusiastic and unrestrained welcome
of the new values (here we are primarily sneaking of
the adoption of Western values by non-Western societies).
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This phase indeed nay disolay an extravagant
imitation of Western customs and habits. The second
phase may be one of violent reaction against such
importation. This may be followed by an integration
of the two sets of values, in an attempt to oroduce a
distinctive outlook suited to the narticular needs of
the neople in question. °ften, however, in place of
the two later phases, one may find a single stage in
which the two processes are fused, to the point of
being indistinguishable. Moreover, it is also
important to bear in mind that the forces of reaction
and reintegration may occur in different societies
in varying degrees. Among some people, indeed,
they may be so feeble as to lend justification to the
charge that what has happened is nothing short of the
dissolution of identity, and a violation of history.
That in some societies such a thorourh-going revolution
does indeed occur, is obviously true. It is equally
obvious that among other people, a compromise is
fashioned at some or other stage in the process, and
then one can see the first lag in the evolution of
a new and distinctive identity. Our concern here
is to ascertain where the Ismailis stand in this
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process in view of the striking and momentous changes
in their organization and life-style which we have
discussed thus far.
The first point to bear in mind in relation to
the process of what may be termed the "de-Indianization"
of the Tsmailis' mode of life, and the inculcation of
"modem" elements in domestic and social life, is that
the absolute and towering position of the Imam in the
community, and hence the over-riding force of
devotion and obedience to him, ruled out the
oossibility of too fundamental a change of identity.
The very existence of the Imam continuously kindled
the religious consciousness of the community. But
the actual state of affairs was even more
fascinatingly complex. ?or one thing, the religious
and the secular domains of community life were
integrated to the point of fusion, for the Imam was
both the temporal as well as spiritual ruler, and
neither he nor the community saw any dichotomy in the
two roles. Indeed, the community hardly saw two
roles in the Imam — for them he had only one role —
and that included almost any role imaginable. Still
more fascinating is the fact that the Imam himself
initiated and supervized the process of modernization •
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This phenomenon of his initiating changes while
retaining the authority of his own office unchanged,
was not just an aspect of the community's structure,
but a focal point of its dynamics. This factor,
however, deserves a much fuller treatment, and will
be considered at length in the next chapter.
The reforms encouraged by the Aga Khan in matters
of domestic life and social relationship were counter¬
balanced by attempts to make certain modifications
and reservations. Tt is for this reason that we
have been using the terra "modernization" rather than
"Westernization" for these reforms. "or the term
"Westernization" is likely to imoly a more wholesale
importation of Western cultural traits than the
facts suggest. Secondly—and this is uerhaps a
more important factor—the term "Westernization" is
likely to obscure or even distort the aim at which
the reforms in question were directed . In the case
of the Ismailis, the target at which the changes were
aimed, at least consciously and in mart, was better
adaotation to the East African political and cultural
cliraAte. The term "modernization" is therefore more
suitable in so far as it helps to prevent mis¬
conception on these lines. No doubt, this argument
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in its general outline is valid in the case of many
(perhaps most) societies, and not just the Ismailis.
Moreover, the term "modernization" does not annul the
likelihood of the new values being derived ore-
dominantly or even solely from the West. The
important ooint is that such values undergo an
alteration in total perspective as soon as they are
filtered and incorporated in the native structure of
the "host" society. Nor is the use of the term
"modernization" intended in a qualitative sense.
In other words, it does not stand merely for a mild
or lesser form of "Westernization". For a society
may borrow cultural or ideological elements which
may be "foreign" but which, in the very process of
being transplanted onto the native soil, may assume
a different shape and thus cease to be "foreign".
Even if this does not happen, such elements may yet
come to be juxtaposed against others which may not
only be different from the former but also
antagonistic to them. All that we can say in the
case of the Ismailis at this stage is that the
incorporation of the Western mode of life we have
discussed above was counter-balanced by the rejection
of another important comoonent of Western culture,
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as we shall see below. Secondly, the process of
modernization was liable to create a certain imbalance
in the system, the potential threat of which provoked
a move designed to prevent such a possibility from
materializing. We shall examine each of these two
forms of counter-balance in turn.
On going through the farmans made over the
period during which cultural change in the community
was oarticularly marked, one feature which stands
out more than any otherf is the diversity of the topics
which received the Imam's attention. The tone and
method of address also varies to a certain extent.
There are recommendations, advices and also commands,
backed by a kind of paternal benevolence. Other
issues become the subject of criticism, admonishment
and warning. Among the things denounced, two items
stand out: drinking and smoking. Consumption of
tobacco and alcohol is severely censured, and often
one finds the Imam dwelling over this subject at great
length, using his authority? at one point, and
persuasion and reasoned arguments at another.
The amount of importance attached to this issue and
the extremely frequent repetition of the subject in
farmans is enough to make one curious. Was this
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extraordinary degree of emphasis placed on the
principle of aversion from alcohol and tobacco a
symbolic expression of the feeling that Western
cultural elements should not be taken up wholesale?
Was it, in other words, a symbolic safeguard against
excessively strong cultural impact from the West?
To be sure, condemnation of alcohol can be
found in farmans dating as early as the turn of the
century. The transformation of the community's
life-mode had not yet begun then. Clearly, therefore,
the doctrinal value attached to abstinence from
alcohol, derived from the Islamic prohibition, can
by no means be ruled cut. Yet, one cannot overlook
the fact that such visible and definite hall-marks
of behaviour among most societies serve as concrete
proofs of their identity. In other words, while
observance of prescribed rites or taboos, dietetic or
otherwise, is seldom important in itself and to all
intents and purposes may aonear "irrational", its
social function may, in a lesser or greater degree,
serve as an invaluable attempt to reinforce the
distinctiveness of a society in the eyes of both
outsiders as well as its own members. Especially
when a specific taboo is the prominent hall-mark of
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of a society with a long-standing tradition, and has
thus come to be crystallized as an outward and
concrete proof of membership of that particular
society, its social importance may become permanently
established. In the case of the Islamic faith,
abstinence from alcohol can be seen to have played a
similar role. With the Ismailis, therefore,
abstinence from alcohol may have served a symbolic
function firstly, as a gesture of "holding out"
against excessive influx of Western values, and,
secondly, as a means of supolying added momentum
to the process of increasingly closer identification
with Islamic principles that was prevalent in the
community at this time. This does not in the least
imply that the strong emphasis placed on abstinence
from alcohol came into being as a reaction against
the threat of undue influence of the West. As we
have mentioned above, farmans condemning alcohol or,
indeed, any form of intoxication, were made before
any marked reforms in the life-style of the community
members on Western lines had been carried out.
Nor would it at all be correct to claim that the
emphasis on abstinence was a new phenomenon. The
Indian background of the community had probably been
equally responsible for a feeling of aversion towards
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alcoholic intoxication. Moreover, there is every-
reason to believe that the Islamic taboo on the
consumption of wine (Khamr) was generally observed
in ancient and non-Indian Ismailism. All that we
are saying here is that while the principle of
abstinence from alcohol was already present in
Ismailism as part of its history, it assumed an
added importance, firstly, as an "antidote" against
the importation of the Western life-style (the
prohibition of smoking, which is not an Islamic
article, alongside that of drinking, serves to
reinforce this proposition), and, secondly, as a
strengthening element in the sense of belonging to
%
the Islamic community. The two functions were
aspects of a single process —that of modernization
accompanied by a re-emphasis on "original" religious
jgf
principles.
Anybody wishing to illustrate this particular
aspect of the Ismaili society in East Africa would
have no difficulty in finding suitable quotations.
?or there are numerous farman3 of the Imam on the
subject. We may select here two particular .farmans
$ /SUmcfcnj , d~ /iko-dd kit nctid tf&J- Hul dVtfS^OM Jro^Ju^cU
, , <w,i {-/me of
-tobacco la rml' j tvndi h'on P7r& , co*d <)'
Cccu-y* Occ<~4it>i<U{j C/A*~r ihe*t. , Uvc
Ajptucd ivZ.gU- cUtack^J fc Hi's fot hy clun'uj {Uz frfUi ITkmm A wicit u/c^ ci+iji,t .
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illustrating and supporting the interpretation we
have offered above. First of all, however, it is
important to bear in mind that when we talk of a
counter-reaction to a process of cultural
assimilation, it is not necessary that it should
follow such a process. In other words, the
relationship is functional rather than chronological.
Hence, the two processes can very well be
simultaneous, and were, indeed, in the case of
the Ismailis, largely simultaneous.
In the Aga Khan's mind, the adoption of a
"modern" life-style on Western lines in domestic
and social life, which he did so much to bring
about, was designed to facilitate adaptation to
the East African political and cultural life. In
his opinion, the Western way of life was the only
one suitable in the East African conditions and by
contrast, the Indian way of life, in his own words,
Q1
was a "dead weight".-7 In this process of large-
scale assimilation of Western culture, the danger
that it might go too far once the ball was set
rolling, so to speak, orobably created in the Imam's
mind,, a strong fear and reservation. Hence,
drinking and smoking were seen as the more
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undesirable ingredients in Western culture, and
abstinence was urged as a precautionary measure.
The following message sent to the East African
Ismailis in 1953 expressed these feelings so
clearly that it is worthwhile quoting it in full:
"My spiritual children of Africa, you have
two terrible enemies who approach you as friends
but they are the most false friends that man ever
had . Your greatest danger is that the new
generation, being brought up on Western lines
suitable to Africa, may fall into the trap of
the devil and accept like other citizens the
terrible habit of alcohol. Adopting the Western
life, which is the only suitable life for Africa
of the future, brings you alcohol, and you may
fall and succumb to that terrible and most
dangerous of man's enemy: alcohol. Then indeed
your future survival will never be the one I wish
for you, namely, faith, health, hapoiness and
wealth. Alcohol has been the curse of Europe.
It is the curse of modern life. If in your Western
outlook you also take in alcohol, then you have
indeed lost the battle of life. Alcohol is
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dangerous because It does not come as an enemy but
it approaches you as a friend. When you are tired
or depressed or have troubles, one little help from
alcohol and for the time being you are saved.
But that saving is the greatest and most dangerous
of all pitfalls. If and when you feel depressed
or tired, turn to your spiritual life. Your
spiritual life will help you through everything,
turn to prayers but not to the poison of alcohol.
As all honest doctors will tell you, alcohol is
a ooison. If you take a great deal of it it will
kill you quickly. If you take little of it, it
will also kill you slowly but more surely. That
whatever you do, it will kill your body but alas
more than your body it will kill your soul,
"The other danger, of course, is tobacco.
With the Western sort of life in which your children
are being brought up, and which alone suits the
Africa of the future, it is easy for you men and
women, boys and girls, to fall into the habit of a
cigarette now and then, with all its evil
consequences for the body, and through the body,
for the soul. Many kinds of diseases in Europe
have increased enormously since more and more
people have taken up the habit of smoking. Alike
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for men and women it is one of the curses which
the devil has brought to mankind ..... Western
life means the economic, good, simple habits, not the
horrible poisons which have already done so much
evil to Eurooe, America and such parts of Asia
op
as have indulged in these two dangerous habits."^
If this farman has been quoted at length,
it is because it vividly illustrates the extra¬
ordinary importance that came to be attached to
abstinence from alcohol and tobacco as weapons in
the battle against excessive Westernization. On
few other tonics did the Imam speak so passionately
as this. The imnortance of this nrohibition in
the value-system of the Ismailis is not important
so much in itself as for its symbolic significance
as a counter-reaction against the West. Moreover,
it is interesting to note that through being
selective in the process of cultural borrowing from
the West, the Aga Khan honed to enable his followers
to "out-Europeanize" the Europeans :
"Racial distinction. It can be stopped in one
way only and that is by putting the Europeans to
shame. How would they be put to shame?
452
nB3>- not imitating their vices such as drinking,
smoking, etc. what is drinking? It is just a
sleep. The sleep that makes us forget reality ..
Their vices ought to be kept aside and their good
side to be followed. For instance, snorts, both
indoor and outdoor games ... cleanliness of
domesticity. In such things all must try to be
much better than the Europeans are .... This is
the time for you all who are the future generation
to start to lead the kind of life and make it better
and better every day. In that way, by showing the
Europeans that others can lead a much better life
than themselves, this racial distinction can be
stopoed
Two further points ought to be noted in this
connection. First there is a marked pre-occupation
with tobacco and alcohol in the farmans of the
40's and the 50*8, which helps to support our
argument that it was a counter-move against excessive
dominance of Western culture in the coramunity, no
matter whether this was an actual or anticipated
danger. Secondly, it is extremely interesting to
note that the argument employed for enforcing the
prohibition was shifted from the religious to the
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secular province. Not once in these farmans is
it ever claimed that abstinence from alcohol is a
religious obligation. The argument employed in
order to support the prohibition is that the habits
of drinking and smoking entail unnecessary waste of
money, and also endanger nhysical health. This is
in clear contrast to some farmgns made at the turn of
the century, when it was pointed out that it was
against the tenet3 of the religion to partake of
intoxicating drink. This is by no means an
unimportant change. Here we move into the realm
of secularization of values, which we shall briefly
mention below and consider in greater detail in the
next chapter. First, however, it is important to
clear another point which may in all likelihood give
rise to raisunderstarid ing •
Our discussion of the significance of the
condemnation of drinking and smoking in the community
is based on the farmSna of the Imam, for it is from
these that we have drawn our examples. Hence it is
the "ideal" anoect of this prohibition that has been
the focus of our attention. To what extent was this
ideal, so vigorously propounded by the Imam, effectively
incoroorated in actual practice, is a question that
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cannot but remain unanswered. The Imam's goal, of
course, was to create a life-style in the community
which was firmly based on European lines, but which at
the same time was selective in its adoption of Western
cultural items, in that it excluded the "vices" of
drinking and smoking. This is brought out, for
instance, in a message from the Imam to the
followers, urging them not to spend extravagantly on
"good clothes or take European bad habits of smoking,
drinking, and imitating them in their bad ways".
Instead, he went on, "they should remain true to
Israaili tradition, learning from the Europeans
language, arithmetic, and enthusiastic eo-ooeration
in these days of undoubted depression".^ It is
arguable that this ambition was idealistic and over¬
simplified, and that, from the point of view of
practical reality, it had a certain naivette about
it. It is also arguable that such a cut-and-dry
selectivity in cultural assimilation is not feasible;
that, if a certain way of life is adopted, it is surely
impracticable to attempt to exclude one or two
definite items which are as much a component of that
particular way of life as anything else. It may
also be pointed out that since the Ismailis adopted
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the Western life-mode in a number of essential and
intimate matters such as language, dress and domestic
affairs, the condemnation of drinking and smoking was
liable to be over-shadowed by these other important
changes, and thus turn out to be no more than a
peripheral reservation. Lastly, it may also be claimed
that in actual practice drinking and smoking have been
on the increase in the community. Perhaps this is
true. Or perhane the Imam's farmans had the effect
of curtailing or restricting what would otherwise
have been a more epidemical tendency. ^erhaos, again,
the discrepancy between the ideal and the actual
has remained more pronounced in this particular issue
than in any other. However, we are entirely in the realm
of conjecture here. And accurate answers to these
questions cannot be obtained except through some kind
of controlled empirical inquiry.
Finally, we may examine two other processes that
could be considered as an expected sequel to the
period of vigorous cultural change in the community.
It is necessary here to take note of a most interesting
and essential phenomenon in the relationship of
religious ideas and social life: once the religious
ideation has fostered a certain kind of drive in the
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social domain of a community, the activities or
institutions emerging therefrom may have an adverse
effect on the very religiosity which was originally
responsible, at least in part, for the birth of these
activities and institutions. This constitutes
what we might call the "boomerang" effect of the role
of religious ideas in moulding social and cultural
features. ?or, in the early stages of the evolution
of religion in society, religion is both a dominant
and pervasive force in the society, Weber tried to
demonstrate how this force may either support and
encourage, or hamper and discourage worldly activity,
depending on the specific elements of the religious
ideation in question. Once a religious system has
had the effect of stimulating or escalating worldly
activity in a certain direction, such activity is
likely to acquire a built-in momentum of its own,
thus ceasing to stand in need of religious sanctions.
This leads us to the concept of Secularization, and
since this is a broad question tied up with the very
nexus of the community's organization, we shall discuss
it in further detail in the next chapter, in
connection with the Imamat.
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We can also, in passing, briefly glance at another
important phenomenon which shall deserve fuller
treatment later — the yearning to secure a firmer
identity through renewed interest in history. Any
society undergoing raoid or substantial cultural change
is likely to turn to its own history with a special
zest, in an attempt to cling to a stable core amidst
the flux. Such an enterprise has two aspects:
(a) re-interoretation of the present, and (b) revival
of the past. As a sequel to the process of
"acculturation", a society may be driven to believe
that the elements that have been borrowed are
compatible with the "original" structure of its thought.
This may lead its members or the intellectual elite
among them to scan their history in order to secure
such a proof. Secondly, revival of the past
facillitates assimilation of the present in times of
crises and change, since such a revival nourishes the
identity of the society.
But all these processes cannot be understood
except in reference to the Imamat. The current of
religious ideas and the social dynamics of the community
all revolve round the person of the Imam, who thus
acquires an immense degree of actual and symbolic
importance. We might now gather the various strands
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of analysis that we have explored seoarately in each
chapter, in order to be able to see them in perspective




For the Ismailis, the Iraamat is all-encompassing.
For the student wishing to understand the society in
the perspective of one or another of the academic
disciplines, the institution of Iraamat is of equally
vital importance. In a very real sense, the Imam
exercises over-riding and undisputed authority over the
community, thus causing all its different facets to
converge onto him, and to fuse and unite in his office.
He is the centre of the moral, spiritual and social
universe of the Ismaili. His significance in the
community is both symbolic and real. On one hand, he
stands for everything that is regarded in the religious
proposition as "sacred" - he is in fact, for the Ismaili,
"sacredness" personified. Thus, he is the centre of
the Israaili's prayers, the bestower of blessings and
salvation, and the sole connecting-link with the "other"
world. As a personal embodiment of the divine or the
sacred, he stands on that misty threshold between the
temporal world and what is conceived as the world of
spiritual reality. His figure is thus shrouded in that
enigmatic mysteriousness which is usually associated
with those religious personages who are considered to be
stationed at the horizons of this world so to speak,
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distanced and yet near and "real", having access to the
secrets of the spiritual world and yet appearing as men
to men, constrained to sneak in cioher and symbols
lest they startle and thrust too great a burden on the
understanding of the mortal men who form their audience.
The Ismaili sees in the Imam an aura emanating from
that world of which he believes he can get a glimnse,
however fleeting and however hazy in comparison with the
all-embracing might he sees in the Imam, through personal
religious experience. At the same time, he sees the
Imam as a leader of the community, and, in the
contemporary epoch, as an influential person, who not
only seeks and obtains social and economic blessings
for his followers but through the superiority of his
knowledge (and fore-knowledge) gives indications to
them as to what to do and how to do it in circumstances
where social or economic progress is feasible, or where
political adjustments are necessary. When it is borne
in mind that the latest phaee in Ismailism which we have
been considering in this thesis has been characterized
by rapid and far-reaching social change - and when it is
remembered too, that the Imams who have presided over
this era and played an active role in initiating these
changes are the Aga Khans, well-known as "modern"
figures in both the Muslim and the Western world - their
role and the significance of their office poses an even
more fascinating challenge to the observer. Hence no
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study of contemporary Ismaili society can be complete
unless the nature of the mystical awe with which the
Ismailis regard the office and the person of the Imam
is thoroughly grasped•
In this study, what we are ultimately ooncerned
with is nothing less than the total over-all structure
of contemporary Ismaili society in East Africa.
Admittedly, with a view to obtaining an element of
design or order in the analysis, we made a distinction,
in the previous chapters, between broadly separable
aspects of the community, such as its religious ideation,
its value-system, and its political organization. It
is obvious, however, that these elements cannot be
considered in strict isolation, nor can they be treated
as anything like constituent-pieces adding up to the
total Picture of the society. While bearing this
important point in mind what we are seeking in this
chapter on the Imamat, therefore, is to understand the
significance and function of the Imamat in the over-all
structure of the community. Hence the crucial questions
that we shall need to ask ourselves are: How do the
Ismailis look upon the Iraamat? What effects does this
belief have on their lives? What functions does the
Imamat serve in the total existence of the community?
What role did it play in the process of social and
cultural change marking the history of the community in
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East Africa? What was its relationship to the element
of continuity in the community's history? In turn, to
what extent, if at all, did the institution of Imamat
itself undergo any change or modification? Finally,
what has been the relationship of the mechanisms of
continuity and change in the institution of Imamat and
in the community at large, to one another?
In formulating adequate answers to these questions,
the various important features of the beliefs regarding
Imamat in contemoorary Ismailism have to be carefully
borne in mind. However, no sooner than one aporoaches
this task, one cannot but be impressed by the historical
dimension of these beliefs. For the notions regarding
the Imamat among the Ismailis today form an accumulated
store of beliefs, transmitted through numerous
generations via both oral tradition as well as written
treatises. In the process of transmission through
different ages and cultures, these ideas underwent
significant modifications and adaptations. To trace
the nuances of this historical process is a forbidding
task, and at any rate is not our object in this chapter.
What is essential to keep in mind, however, is that the
distinctive set of beliefs regarding the Imamat in
present-day Ismailism, and the intense emotion evoked
by these beliefs in the followers, is a product of a
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historical legacy covering many centuries. In examining
the function of these beliefs in the structure of
contemporary Ismaili society, we are required to ascribe
to it a hypothetical equilibrium. In other words, we
have to, so to speak, "freeze" a hypothetical moment
in the society's contemporary career, so that the various
facets of the society can be visualized in structural
interaction. This, however, should not blind us to
the fact that the ideas concerning the Iraamat in the
community constitute an on-flowing stream, with the
force of centuries of evolution behind it, and continued
influence from both within and without the community
ahead of it. Bearing this point in raind, we may
now proceed to note the salient elements in the cluster
of beliefs concerning Iraamat in contemporary Ismailisra.
The most basic element in the doctrine of the
Imaraat in Ismailism can be summed up as follows:
After the death of the Prophet Muhammad, divine authority
and knowledge, and the right and capacity to transmit
divine guidance, passed on to 'All, who was thus the
first Imam. Various arguments are employed in order
to support this belief. The most famous of these is
the claim that the Pronhet himself appointed 'All as
his successor during his life-time at Ghadlr Khura,
saying "'All is the lord of those whose lord I am", and
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"God, befriend those who befriend him, help those who
help him, and disregard those who disregard him."*
The Sunnls, of course, have always insisted that the
Ghadlr khum incident never took place. Another
argument used to support the doctrine of 'All's right
to the ImSmat hinges on the claim that divine guidance
was necessary even after the death of the Prophet, and
that this "could not be left merely to millions of
mortal men, subject to the whims and gusts of passion
and material necessity, capable of being momentarily
but tragically misled by greed, by oratory, or by the
2
sudden desire for material advantage." Selected
verses of the Qur'an are also usually cited by the ShI'a
and interpreted in such a way as to lend support to
the dogma of 'All's succession. The central theme
of all the dogmatic polemics that one finds in Shi'a
texts is simply that 'All was the legitimate successor
to the Frophet - "legitimate" in that his succession
was divinely ordained - and that all authority properly
belonged to him. Furthermore, after his death, his
knowledge of divine mysteries was passed on to his
successor, who thus took over the divinely instituted
office of leadership of the Islamic community. Thus
this leadership belonged to the descendants of the
Prophet, through Fatiraa and 'All, and they alone were
his rightful successors.
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So far the Ismailis are with the other Shi'a groups in
upholding the succession of 'Ali and his lineal descendants.
There is an important point, however, where the beliefs
diverge. The Ismailis insist that Imaraat is ever¬
lasting. In other words, there should always be an
Imara present on earth. The idea that the Imam may be
hidden (ghayb) is as reougnant to them as the belief
that the leadership of the Islamic community after the
orophet was of an entirely secular nature. The fact
that there is no direct descendant of the Prophet
recognized by any of the other Shi'a groups as a living
Imam is, according to the Ismailis, a clear proof that
their genealogies were sourious. The Ismaili Imam is
ever-present. The earth would perish if he were to
• disappear. He is the bearer of the nur or the "divine
light", and thus there cannot be more than one Imam at
a time. He is called the Hadir Imam (i.e. the "present
Imam"), and also Imami-Zaman. ('i.e. the "Irnara of the
Age"). On entering the jamatkhana. the Israailis
usually proclaim aloud, "Hay Zinda", i.e. "he (the
Imam) is living (and with us)". The others around him
respond by saying "Kayam °aya" (i.e. "We have him
for ever"). When the Imam dies, his successor inherits
his nur. It is he who is then called the Hadir Imam.
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The existing Imam nominates one of his descandents as
his successor before his death. Only the Imam has a
right to decide who is going to succeed him.
Furthermore, only the Imam possesses the divine essence
or nur. Members of his family are thus ordinary men
and women, and though they may be respected by the
community, they are not all-knowing like the Imam, nor
are they exempt from error and sin.
The function of the Imam is to guide his followers
in temporal and spiritual matters. Traditionally,
Ismailism always insisted that this guidance was in
the form of ta'wil. or elucidation of the "inner
meaning" of the Qur'an. This point, however, has been
abandoned in modern Ismaili doctrine. An important
argument that occurs in ancient Ismailisra and is
especially emphasized in contemporary Ismaili thought,
is that the guidance of the Imam is dictated by
changing circumstances• Thus, as new events occur and
fresh circumstances arise, the Imam also issues fresh
guidance in accordance with the changing situation.
It is for this reason that uninterrupted succession to
the Imamat is essential, and it is because of the need
for new approaches that the advices given in the past
by the Prophets or Imams become inadequate or
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inapplicable. Owing to this, and since all Imams are
the same in essence, any particular Imam may abrogate
any of his predecessors• or his own advice, not because
of error on his part or that of his predecessor, but
because the advice issued at any one particular time is
appropriate only to that time and is not necessarily
applicable at another moment. It follows, therefore,
that the cardinal duty of the Ismaili is to obey the
Im5mi-zaman or the "Imam of the Age" without questioning
his dictates. Each individual Ismaili should swear
allegiance to the Imam at least once in his life-time.
Re should also regularly nay him a fraction of his
income (usually the eighth part) as tribute (dasond).
He should also regularly serve him (nowadays "service"
is normally conceived as donation of money to the Imam
or to various causes in the community). It is only
through obedience and service to the Imam that the
Ismaili can hope to attain worldly and spiritual
happiness.
One of the most striking aspects of the veneration
displajred towards the Imam in Ismailism, the degree of
which marks a contrast with some of the other Shi*a
communities, is its mysticism. As mentioned above, the
Imam holds the position of a supreme guide in the
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community by virtue of his possessing the divine light
(nur-i-IlShi). "Light" (nOr), or the "light of
Imamat" (nuM-Imaraat) are terms which recur very fre¬
quently in Tsmaili literature. Of course, the
Ismaili conception of Muhammad is correspondingly mystical,
for Muhammad and 'All are said to be derived from the
same Light:
"Al-lah, Muhammad, and 'All are one and the same
substance,
Though to those whose vision is imperfect they
•x
appear as three,
Thus, in certain areas during the Fatimid period
and in nearly all cases in Nizarl Ismailisra, the Imam
was considered mystically co-substantial with God, The
following verse by a Persian Ismaili clearly demonstrates
the nature of the awe and reverence felt for the Imam:
"0 thou, the attribute of the Soul of the World,
0 thou, who bringest faith and piety to alll
There is no one except Thee who really speaks,
Speaks in both world, by the tongues of all.
Though God has sent an Apostle,
There is no Universal Spirit and Soul except Thee,
Thou wert a companion of all, and from Thee
Everyone's heart and soul is full of light." ^
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An interesting corollary to this mystical view of
the Imam is that the essence of the Imam is a single,
indivisible substance, despite the fact that there is an
unending succession of Imams. The personality of the
Imam is often called jama (i.e. dress), and the facts
of his birth and death are considered as observable
phenomena within the temporal world, following natural
laws. However, it is an indivisible substance,
existing beyond the confines of time which masquerades
in this temporal guise. For "if the Divine
Manifestation (guhur)is to take place in an ordinary
mortal body, the latter, inevitably, has to become old
and worn out, like clothes of man, and ultimately it
would be necessary to replace it with a new one."
It is this idea which leads to utterances such as these?
"Thou art a being that appears as a man to men,
before the eyes of men, in this world;
In the form of a man thou art and with men thou
remainest.
Thou coraest amongst men not showing thy real face,
(Because) in thy pure and attributeless essence
thou art void of every (forw)."^
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Again, as recently as in 1951, the Imam himself
said in a farmsn:
'•■The light of the Imam is one and the same, its
forms are different, just as we have blue, red,
yellow and green bulbs, but the electricity in
them is the same. The substance is the same,
the facets are different."^
Hence, when for instance the Aga Khan III died at the
age of eighty, after a rich career as an internationally
respected personality and as an Imam who had commanded
tremendous authority and awe among his followers, his
grandson, who succeeded him at the age of twenty was
regarded with the same reverence in the community.
This was in conformity with the idea that all Imams are
one being, who manifests himself sometimes "as a son,
and on another occasion as a father, sometimes as a
O
child, or young man, or an old man
Thus the Imam is sometimes called the "manifest
form of God".^ The Imams are also considered to be
the names and attributes of God (asma* wa sifat),
"Thus the lights of that Hame and the activities ••••
of that attribute become apparent ••• His word is the
word of God, his acts are the acts of God, his command,
utterance order, desire, knowledge, might, face,.,
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hand, hearing, vision - all are those of God." He
11
is the ultimate source of all knowledge. He is, in
T_2
fact, the Perfect Man (al-Insan a1-KamiI)♦ Because
he is beyond human comprehension, his behaviour and
actions cannot be judged or criticized by his followers,
For the believer ought to recognize that "it is truth
which follows the Imam, not the Imam who has to follow
(any canon of) truth.** *
Thus the Imam is the very fountainhead of the
spiritual asoiretions of the believer, and the very
centre of the community's secular as well as religious
life. Furthermore, the religiosity of the Ismailis,
as we have seen, is characterized by a strong, mystical
element. The term murid is as commonly used in the
community to refer to the Ismailis as the term mu1rnin,
thus testifying to the Sufistic element in the faith.
The climax of the spiritual life of the murid is
believed to be attained when, through mystical love,
he gets inwardly united with the Imam. By attaching
himself to the Imam, his identity gets progressively
transmuted till it gets totally merged with the
essence or nur of the Imam, which is generally held to
hanpen after one's death. "During life, however, the
murid can come increasingly closer to the Imam till
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mystical contact and illumination are achieved, For
this to happen, the Imam should become the centre of
his thoughts and worries, and in fact permeate his being.
Thus a witness in the court-case of 1908 said,
"He is our Bazar Imam and the garland of my heart and
the light of my eyes."^ The link between the Imam
and the disciple is thus considered to be an intimate
one, closer than that between parents and off-spring,
for the rau'min's heart is a "sanctuary for the Imam
ie
to reside in"• J The disciple should love the Imam
with the intensity of the desert-traveller thirsty
for water."^ It is, however, the spirit of the
Imam and not his physical person that should be the
object of the murid *s worship. For whoever worships
the physical person of the Imam is an idolater."
- 17
(but narast)
Closely associated with these mystical sentiments
is the traditional Ismaili dichotomy between exterior
aspect of religion (zahir), and its interior core
(batin). The relation of the former to the latter
corresponds to the relation of the husk or skin of a
18
fruit, to its kernel or core. The batin is
1Q
considered superior to the zahir, ? Time and again
the Aga Khan III stressed that Ismailism was a "spiritual"
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(ruhanl) faith, arid that this side of it ought to be
grasped by the followers. It should be noted that the
traditional habit,among Ismaili intellectuals, of
finding an allegorical interpretation for every verse
of the Our'an, and indeed, of positing an allegorical
equivalent for every observable phenomenon, has
disappeared in modern Israailism. Nevertheless, traces
of the old approach still exist, but it can be said that
in modern Israailism, metaphor has largely replaced
allegory. It is in connection with the Imam and the
murid1s relationship with him, that the zahir-baftin
dualism is particularly pronounced•
The highest bliss that the Ismaili can achieve is
the vision (didar) of the Imam. Three times a day
in the jamatkhanas, the Ismailis pray for zahiri wa
batini didar. The zahiri didar is said to consist in
getting a glimpse of the Imam, which in itself is
considered an incomparable blessing. It is beoause of
the eunreme value attached to a physical glimpse of the
Imam, however momentary and fleeting, that deputations
of Ismailis undertook long and perilous journeys in
historical times to see the Imam. Corresponding to
the physical sight of the Imam, however, is what is
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called an "inner vision", i.e. coranrehension of the
true nature or essence of the Imam. It is this "inner
vision" that is denoted by the terra batini didar:
"Thus the higher knowledge (ma*rifat) of your eye is to
recognize the image of that human face in the pupil
of your eye, which is that of one who guides you to
the right oath, knowing that he is exactly that person.
He, the Guide (i.e. the Imam), comes with all the
features of the ordinary man.
But with eyes alone you cannot hold his image in
the heart too, - the inner vision, of the heart, is
different from the vision of the eye; what the heart
po
sees is luminousness (nuranlyyat),""
Thus the idea of spiritual progress occurring in
stages occupies an important place in Ismaili theology:
"The (real) believer ... is one who from the ...
sharl'at /"i.e. the law and ritual prescriptions^/ arrives
at,..,tar?qat /""i.e. the mystical "way"__7, and from the latter
fraqlqat Z~i.e. "truth"^/, which is the real inner
meaning (batln) of shari'at. Shari'at may be compared
to a candle, foirlqat to the path, and haqlqat to the
destination.... The foundation of fraqlqat is to
?1
recognize the Imam." In modern Ismailism, an
institutional embodiment is provided for the mystical
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element in Its theology in what is known as the
Bait-ul-Khayal (literally, "house of contemplation").
Membership of it is purely voluntary, and initiates
learn from the Aga Khan about matters connected with this
subject.
Prom the foregoing account of Ismaili beliefs
concerning the Imamat, it is obvious that the latter
institution is the object of tremendous devotion on
the part of the followers. Here we are concerned
chiefly with the social functions of this institution
in the community, but the Imam's over-ridingly crucial
role in the life of the community cannot be understood
unless the force of the individual believer's mystical
attachment to the Imam is grasped• The Imamat serves
as a dominating force in the religious life of the
individual devotee, and much of this dynamism is
reflected collectively in social life within the
community. The very personality and physical presence
of the Imam, when he visits his followers, casts a
grand spell, a solemn fascination, and provokes an
admixture of intense love and awe in the believers.
It is not surprising therefore that when the Imam
speaks on social issues, on education and health, on
social welfare and economic expansion, the prodigious
energy invested in the believer's devotion to the Imam
finds an outlet in vigorous communal activity.
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Thus, it is essentially owing to the intense psychic
energy focussed onto anything to do with the Imam,
ranging from the mere mention of his name to his
physical presence among the followers, that any aspect
of community development blessed or recommended by him
is taken up with singular fervour. The nature and
source of this religious intensity forms a very complex
subject, and the student should be on guard against
facile explanations. But among the many possible
lines of inquiry, it would be interesting to consider
this phenomenon in the light of C.G. Jung's postulate
archetypes. Jung paraphrases the concept of the
archetype at one point as an "autonomous primordial
22
image"." Hence the term "archetype" is employed by
him to denote certain universally prevalent images
which, he believes, stem from corresponding motifs
inherent and embedded in the psychic life of mankind.
W. Montgomery Watt in his discussion of religion
employs an alternative terra,namely, "dynamic image",
as roughly synonymous with "archetype", avoiding,
however, the theoretical assumptions tied to the latter
term in Jungian theory. He considers the inspired
leader or king to be the bearer of one particular
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"image" cf this kind. ^ It does not need stressing
that this proposition can by no means be conclusively
applied to the Israaill Mmt, as part of a theoretical
analysis. Nevertheless, it is useful to consider it
as a heuristic measure. In addition, no matter in
whatever way the intense mystical attachment to the Imam
in the religious experience of the Ismaili is understood,
it would be further necessary to relate the interpretation
in question to the collective manifestation of this
religiosity in the community's relationship to the Imam
as a leader.
Having noted the salient elements in Ismaili
beliefs concerning the Imamat, and having raised the
fundamental question as to the nature of the profound
mystical veneration of the Imam in the community, we may
now proceed to consider the effects of this belief in
the history of the community in East Africa. One of
the most important facts which has emerged in the course
of the discussion throughout this thesis is that the
history of the Ismailis in East Africa has been marked
by momentous and far-reaching changes. What function
did the concept of Imamat serve in this period of raoid
and profound social change? To begin with, the sense
of continuity embedded in the idea of a permanent
linear succession to the Imamat is responsible for a
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fundamental historical awareness. This serves to
correct any obsessive pre-occupation with the present,
and to create in the Ismailis a sense of timelessness,
owing to the long and meaningful anoestrv of the Imam,
In practical terms, this means durability under stress.
Here the function of the Imfimat is essentially
regressive. He corrects imbalance by his very presence,
for he represents a tradition that stretches back over
many hundreds of years. The Imamat is greater than
him, and in keeping this "greater than now" awareness
constantly in the foreground of the attention of the
Ismailis through his very presence and existence, he
lends them a vital pivot on which the whole structure
of the community comes to rest, and with whose support
they can carry out far-reaching changes. In this way
the Imamat generates a corrective mechanise, for it
checks change from toppling over into uncontrollable
drift. Even more important than this function of the
Imamat, and theoretically opposite to it, is what can
be called its catalytic function. For the very
stability of the Imamat renders change and development
safer prospects, since it maintains an unmoving base
on which movement can occur. In this way, even drastic
changes can occur at a relatively speedy pace, for the
Imamat offers a basic source of security. In other
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words, the Iinamat, as represented by an actual living
Imam, makes it easier, by providing a basic stability,
for change to occur at a superrerogatory level. Hence
the Imamat turns out to be a constant source of momentum.
Moreover, the nrocess of change resting on such an
underlying, "subliminal" level is likelytb prove
more ordered and less haphazard• This harmonious
combination of change and constancy is one of the most
fundamental features of Ismaili society today. K.S .
Morris, for instance, has observed the same harmony
between the changing and unchanging aspects of
contemporary Ismaili society: "The living imam in the
persons of the ... Aga Khans was a symbol of the
permanent, changeless aspects of the sect, in a period
of rapid and confusing transition. It was a symbol
in no way equalled by the concealed and silent imams
of other Shi'a sects or the learned men of the Sunni
?4uslims
The Imamat also serves to generate in the Ismailis
a sense of self-importance and mission. Such a sense
of self-esteem is specially vital to the community in
view of memories of the ferocious programmes of
persecution directed against them in earlier times, and
in view of the fact that they are even today a minority,
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albeit a prosperous one. Because the Imam embodies
the tradition of Islam and the authority of the Proohet,
through him the Ismailis can consider themselves to be
linked to the mainspring o^/rorld religion. Similarly,
because the Imam, while being a contemporary, is also
"archaic}' in that he embodies a significant genealogy
stretching back over many hundreds of years, the
Ismailis derive from him a sense of temporal vastness.
Thus through him the Ismailis attain a vital sense of
self-importance. To take a striking instance, one
Ismaili writer draws a genealogical chart linking the
Imam to Muhammad, and then further linking the latter
to Adaml The Imam is thus depicted as lineally and
spiritually connected with the First Man, and to the
Prophets of old (Foah, Abraham, Moses, etc.)The
function of this what may be called "unhistorieal
history" is obvious - it lends to the Ismailis a sense
of universality and vastness, both temporal and spatial.
In this way, it furnishes thorn with an intellectual and
spiritual foothold in history and in existence.
So far we have been considering the importance of
the Imamat on a relatively abstract plane. Moreover,
we have been dealing essentially with the institution
of the Imamat and not with the Imam as a person, though
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the benefits and the force of the ImSmat in the community
could only bo manifested in and through the Imam. We
may now turn to the personal functions of the Imam in
the community in recent history, with the present Aga
Khan and his grandfather in mind. We have already
seen that the religious beliefs regarding the Imamat in
the community makes the Imam a focal point in the lives
of his followers. It is obvious, however, that the
Imam would not have had supreme power in the community
had he not actually and literally been the centre and
head of its organisation. How was the doctrine of the
Imam as an absolute divine sovereign translated into
an organisational set-up in which he was invested with
effective supreme power? In order to understand this
irocess, it is necessary to glance back into history
up to a certain point.
During the time of the PIre, as we have seen in the
chanter on the ginans, the Imam was an abstraction,
since he lived far away from the Indian Khoja community,
and since none of the latter except those who travelled
to Persia for his didar. had set eyes on him.
Mentally, of course, he was the very essence of the
religious experience of the devotee, but the organ¬
ization and circumstances of the community were such
that the Imam had not been forced to play the role of a
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leader in effect, in those matters which we would
nowadays categorize as political, social, or economic
as distinguished from religious. With the arrival of
the Imam Hasan1allshah in India, however, the situation
was radically changed. The Imam was now present among
the followers, as an overlord with real powers. They
had to defer to his orders, and his authority was thus
exercised now from close byj accordingly, the effects
of his rvresenee were real and immediate. The chief
way in which the followers had to acknowledge his
authority was through regular payment of the tribute,
and although the majority of them continued to pay him
the customary dues, a minority, as we have seen in
Chapter III, dissented and forced the issue to the High
Court in Bombay. As we saw earlier, the outcome of
the suit was overwhelmingly in favour of the Imam, and
thus his authority was established by law. An exactly
similar course of events repeated itself in the court-
suit filed against his grandson, the Aga Khan III in
1905. As the questions raised at that time touched on
some fundamental principles concerning the Imamat, it
is worthwhile discussing them briefly.
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The focal point of contention in the 1905 cult,
once again, was the custom of paying tributes and
offering property as homage to the Imam. But this
oraetice depended in turn on the Imam's religious
oosition, and therefore the plaintiffs found it
necessary to question the absoluteness of the latter,
In order to vindicate their claims that the uroperty
received by the Imam from his followers belonged to
his whole family and not solely to himself (the leading
plaintiffs in the case were relations of the Imam).
That the successive Aga Khans had in some way occupied
a special position in the community was a fact which
the plaintiffs were obliged to recognize. But they
got round the difficulty created by this by claiming
tM each of the Aga Khans had been "titular heads" of
26
the family. They also made the far-reaching and
fundamental claim that the whole family of the Aga Khan
was "holy"
Thus, what was at stake in this case was nothing
short of the doctrine of the absolute power of the Imam.
In other words, the Imanat was going through a defining-
phasein its history, by claiming that the whole family
of the Imam was "holy'^ and that they should have a say
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in the management of the community, the dissenting
members of the Aga Khan's family were aiming at a
dilution and modification of hie powers. Similarly,
the claim that the Imam was an Ithna'asheri had an
equally derogatory implication, for if this was so, the
Imam could have no justification for the absolute
authority he held as an Ismail! Imam (since the
Xthna'aaheris do not believe in a living Imam). As
Justice Hussell, who adjudicated in the suit aptly
observed, the object of this last claim was to
pa
"depreciate the position" of the Imam. Hence, the
defending party argued that according to the tenets of
the Ismail! faith, only the Imam was entitled to
veneration and tribute from the followers, and that the
other members of his family had no divine honours
They also pointed out that according to Ismaili
tradition, the Imam in office always indicated which of
his issue was to succeed him (the technical term for the
designation of the Imam's successor was nass) and that
each of the Aga Khans had done so.^° Moreover, the Aga
Khan exercised an authority commensurate with his role
as an Tsnaili Imam, which was far higher in degree
than that of & 'esh Imam, a term denoting the Muslim
Imam who leads the prayer, carries out ritual slaughter
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of animals for food, and so on# Similarly, the Imam
32
was not a mere saiyad, but God's Kur or Light. The
statements of the defendants, as we have seen earlier,
were upheld by the High Court as being in perfect accord
with the historical tenets of the faith, and the claims
of the nlaintiffs were dismissed as defamatory and
false. The result was that the doctrine of the Inamat
was reinforced by the findings of a British High Court.
The Aga Khan was thus confirmed as the supreme leader
of the community, and the sole owner of communal
property, not only in accordance with the doctrines of
the sect, but also with British legal backing. In the
period that lay ahead, there were to be many occasions
when the Imamls guidance was called for by his followers;
it is a measure ox the absolute authority of the Aga
Khan that this guidance was effective, and of his good
sense and accomplishment?that it was such as to bring
about rapid and far-reaching reforms in the community
in the direction of modernization.
In the introduction to the Haft Bab, a T>ersian
Iemaili text, Ivanow remarks that the Imam had a status
of a kind of feudal lord in the communityThis may
no doubt have been true of the period when the Imams
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lived in Persia. It was certainly true of the Birst
and Second Aga Khana. But the Aga Khan III, to begin
with;decided to purge his household since it seems that
he was exasperated by the problem posed by a multiplying
number of dependents descended from "some of princely
birth, some knights and peasants", and by the financial
burden of supporting them all.^ This steady
dismemberment of what he describes, referring to his
grandfather's dependents, as the "train of a medieval
prince"^ (and, incidentally, this pruning-process
was one of the events which led to the court-suit of
1905), marked the emergence of the Imam as an
independent and powerful leader, detached from "his
followers and therefore in a largeyteaaure exenot from
the need of currying favour with any particular section
of them.
The independence and the sovereign status of the
Imam in the community had far-reaching effects on the
reforms in the organization and values of the community.
To begin with, as we havo seen, the religious beliefs
concerning the Imam invested him with a mystical
sacredness and grandeur, and so caused him to tower over
everything else. Secondly, in the period we are
considering, the court-suits gave legal sanction to his
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control over the finances and the affairs to the
community. Over and above this,there is a third factor
of weighty importance - the personal influence and
prestige of the Aga Khan III and his successor (the
present Aga Khan) on an international scale. The
ingredients of supreme leadership were thus complete.
The absolute authority of the Imam in the Ismaili
community becomes especially striking when it is
contrasted with the other Indian communities settled
in East Africa. Among the Hindus, for example, there
were a variety of sects and extremely loosely organized
cults. Correspondingly, corporate organization was
lacking, ,1ust as it was also lacking among the Sikhs,
the Parsis, and the Sunni Muslims. Even more impressive
and relevant is the contrast between the position of
the Imam among the Ismailis and that of the Mu.jtahids
and the Da'I among the Ithna'asheris and the Bohras,
respectively. The Mu.jtabids hardly wielded any power
in the social or economic affairs of the Ithna'asheris
in East Africa. Moreover, the congregations in various
parts of the country were independent, and, although
there existed a central co-ordinating body at Mombasa,
each congregation managed its own affaire;. It is also
significant that the property of the community was vested
in trustees. Thus there was very little resemblance here
4B$
with the structure of Tsmaili leadership and
organization•
The comparative value of the case of the Bohras is
e\*en greater In view of the existence of the Da?i. To
begin with, the Da'1 was considered as the deputy of
the hidden Izaan, and thus, theoretically, his position
was less total and absolute than that of the Imam of the
Israailis. On the other hand, in practice it often
seemed that the reverence accorded to the Pa'i was
equivalent to that which one would expect tb be reserved
for the hidden Imam. There were several other factors,
however, which limited the actual powers of the fa'i.
To begin with, his authority was modified by the
existence of an elaborate hierarchy of religious
officials. In India, under the Pa'I was the madhfln,
under whom in turn was the mukasir. The person who
acted as the representative of the Pa'i in secular
matters was the hmil, who in turn was selected from
the mashalkh or the "elders* of the community. Lowest
in the religious hierarchy were tbe mullas, who carried
out sundry preaching and ritual duties. In Past
Africa, the fa'i was represented by the grand camll, who
as a matter of fact was a relative of his, thus creating
a situation markedly different from that of the Ismail!
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Imam, whose authority was not in any important way
delegated to any family member. However, the religious
hierarchy by itself need not have led to the
modification of the Da'l's cowers. The fact that the
Da'i was not legally in absolute control of the affairs
and oroperty of the community was the crucial factor
in rendering him less secure than the Ismaili Imara.
It is most interesting to note that a case similar to
the Bombay High Court Suit of 1866 when the position of
the Ismaili Imara had been challenged, was also brought
against the M'i in the same court in 1920. In
contrast to the judgement delivered in the Ismaili suit,
however, in the case of the Bohras the cowers of the
Da'l were defined and restricted in some important
resnects. In a nutshell, the court concluded that
apart from entirely personal offerings, the nroperty
of the community was held by the Da'i as trustee rather
than owner, though it was not binding that he have co¬
trustees. As H.S. Morris noted, the outcome of the case
"was a compromise which satisfied neither side. It did
not enable the Dai to stamp out dissent nor did it
allow him to accumulate a fortune like that of the Aga
Khan, thus giving him the opportunity to organize the
welfare of his sect with detachment and benevolence."-^
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Moreover, the consequence of this arrangement was that
the JPa'i remained relatively dependent on the elders of
the community, and "his failure to establish himself as
an absolute ruler and his need to maintain traditional
forms and taxes to support his position meant that he
himself always tended to hold conservative views at a
time when an influential section of his followers
wanted change."'*^
Thus there were two important facets of the Imam's
position in the Ismaili community which the foregoing
discussion brings to light. Firstly, the Imam wielded
unquestioned authority in the comnninity, and secondly,
he was markedly independent of the community. The
independent nature of his position was heightened by a
specific article in the religious beliefs concerning
the Imamat - viz. that the actions and character of
the Imam were incomprehensible to the limited intellect
of ordinary human beings, and thus ought not be
criticized• Even if certain actions of the Imam were
seemingly cdntradictory to the preceots of the religious
law, they ought not be viewed by the followers as
evidence of shortcoming in his character, because "he,
belonging not only to this world, but also to the world
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of God and Divinity, may be moved by special motives
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which are not comprehensible to ordinary mortals."^
No doubt, this idea enhanced the Imam's independence
and supremacy.
Through historical developments described earlier,
the absolute sway of the Imam in the community came to
be institutionalized. Thus the massive and intricate
organizational machinery in the community in East Africa
was hinged on the Imam. While the behaviour of the
Ismailis relating to community affairs was governed by
an elaborate constitution, while the rights of divorced
women, etc. were safeguarded through clear regulations,
and while pains were taken to prevent councils frdm
taking arbitrary measures, through careful provisions
for anneals to higher councils, the Imam himself was
above the law. The constitution currently in force,
for instance, makes this unmistakably clear when under
the caption "Power Reserved to Mowlana Hazar Imam" it
categorically states that "Nothing herein contained
shall affect the Absolute vcmer and Sole Authority of
Mowlana Hazar Imam to alter, amend, modify, vary or
annul at any time or to grant dispensation from the
•30
Constitution or any part thereof." 7
4 92.
It ia important to note that at least in recent
years, the Imam has seldom, if ever at all, used the
absolute powers invested in him by law. His procedure
in fact has been contrary to his absolute position in
the community. As a biographer of the Aga Khan notes,
the changes in the community/undertaken in the poat-war
years were ushered in through consultations and
discussions rather than orders and commands, since the
Aga Khan "preferred his leaders to understand what he
was doing and to accept the changes of their own free
will," Nevertheless, the fact that the Imam was by
law endowed with supreme and unquestioned say in the
community is important, since this theoretical provision
had real effects on the organization of his followers.
The sovereign position of the Imam in the community
had important results in mainly two areas of its history
in East Africa - centralization of its institutions,
and social and economic reforms. As regards the former,
it was because the Imam was the pivot of the community's
structure that such a massive organization could be
sustained. Since loyalty to the Imam was a cardinal
tenet of the faith which all Ismailis held in cdramon,
they were brought closer together. In this way the




strongly cemented together. The centralizing role of
the Imam was also reflected in the jamatkhana. which
thus served an integrative function. Furthermore,
since all Israaili communities in the world oaid identical
allegiance to the Imam, a sense of common belonging
pervaded them all. Again, since the Imam was at the
apex of the organizational network, the latter received
general support. He also acted as a "clearing-house",
as it were, for tributes oaid to him, thus re-distributing
it in the community for use in different projects.
Finally, he was the ultimate resort in case of disputes
or conflicts within the community. This last function
was especially important in that the many stresses and
strains arising within the system, not surprising in view
of the rapid and radical changes in the circumstances
of the community in East Africa, found an outlet in the
hearing of the Imam. Since the Imam's pronouncement
was law, the conflicts occurring in the community were
thus checked from having the extreme effect of breaking
the system. On the other hand, the aloofness or
"distancing" of the Imam from the community meant that
he evidently did not enter any partisan situation in
the community, with the result that all aggressive and
hostile feelings in the community were directed against
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the institutions and not against the Imam. It is by
no means unusual to hear Ismailis swear uncompromising
resentment against one or another leader in the
community, and intense devotion or homage to the Imam in
the same breath. Owing to the fact that the Imam is
above criticism, and owing to his apparent impartiality
and his towering above the para-politics in the
community, it becomes possible for aggressive feelings
to be vented without the core of the structure being
damaged•
The second important area of the community's
history in which the supremacy of the Imam had an
immediate efficacy and relevance was that of social and
economic reforms described earlier in this study. As
we saw earlier, credit for these reforms in the
community is invariably attributed to the Imam, Indeed,
many of these reforms were initiated by the Imam, although
the details might have been worked through by the
community leaders. ^nce again, the fact that the Imam
was an indispensable and invulnerable pillar at the
centre of the structure made changes uniquely possible.
He alone was beyond change. Only his position could
not be compromised in any way. Everything else could be
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altered if he so wished. He could abrogate any of hia
own or his predecessors' farmSns if he thought that
such abrogation was called for by changing circumstances•
Even cardinal religious principles, excepting the ideas
about the Twamat, could be altered. It was this
principle that rendered possible drastic and far-
reaching changes in the organization and values of the
community-members. So long as the principle of the
Trogmat could be preserved as an impregnable core of the
community's structure, everything else could be changed.
Hence such radical changes as the elimination of
important cultural traits, and the adoption of local
citizenship became possible. These changes amounted
to a change of identity, but so long as that part of
the identity which was embedded in allegiance to the
Imam was preserved, the rest was progressively, though
by no means painlessly, transformed.
In view of the necessity for profound changes posed
by the circumstances in East Africa, it is not
surprising that the doctrine of the importance of the
living Imam who guides his followers in accordance with
the period in which he lives, always a cardinal
principle in Ismailism, received added emphasis.
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Thus here we see, once again, an instance of reciprocal
and harmonious relationship between religious ideation
and social facts. The principle that there should
always be an Imam on earth is an age-old tenet of
Ismailism. But in the period we are considering,
this principle acquired a special relevance. In
early Ismailism, indeed, it was admitted that although
the Imam could not disappear from the earth as such,
he could, under adverse conditions, retire into
hiding or disguise, when his "proof" or hu.l.jat would
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take over his functions. This idea has totally
disappeared in modern Ismailism. The Imam, it is
held, should not only be ever-present, but continually
available to his followers. His function is thus
closely associated with the idea of temporal
relativism. The result is that changes become easier
and more acceptable. As a sociologist of religion
observed, one mechanism of facilitating change in
social systems is through the idea of "'continuing
revelation' from on high, the belief that 'the heavens
are not closed', that the final word has not been
deliveredThe provision of such a mechanism for
sanctioning change has the effect of making the system
"seem more likely to maintain continuing influence in
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a changing world than would religious systems with a
AX
•final answer*, unchanging approach". ^ In the case
of the Israailis, the bearing of this principle on the
reforms in the community is only too obvious.
An obverse aspect of the stress on a living Imam
in Ismailism was that pilgrimage to the shrines or
tombs of dead Imams and pirs was considered to be a
heinous sin. Whereas among some ShI'a sects
pilgrimage to important shrines is a holy act, among
the Ismailis it is considered as deserving condemnation
of the same order as idolatory in Islam. Since it
is the living Imam who is supreme in the community,
commemoration of a bygone Imam violates the
fundamental tenet of the faith. Moreover, since the
nur (light) and power once possessed by the dead Imam
is now invested in the living Imam, who in fact is
the embodiment of the same indivisible spirit, worship
of a dead Imam means worship of a mere corpse, since
his light or nur has now passed on to the reigning Imam.
It is for this reason that Ismailis will not undertake
pilgrimages to the tomb of any of their Imams or pira
in history, no matter however illustrious they may have
been. This notion serves to throw light on the
intense importance attached to the contemporary Imam
at any particular time.
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Thus the supreme importance of the Imam-i zaman,
or the "Imam of the Age" was stressed now and again,
and it constitutes the chief pillar in modern Israaili
thought* "you know that today the world and human
life change every moment. Everything keeps on
changing and in such circumstances only the Hazir
Imam can give true guidance. Ismailis do not have a
written book containing guidance - they have a living
Imam."^ The usefulness of this principle for
facilitating and explaining changes could not have
been more explicitly recognized than in the following
farman of the Aga Ehan Ills
In fact all Ismaili institutions and customs
are meant to be temporary and that is why Ismailis
believe in a 'Hazir Imam'- to vary, according to the
circumstances, their spiritual and higher life.
This is the fundamental difference between Ismailis
and other Muslims - this faith of an ever-living guide.
Even in my Imamat of 63 years many farmaria,
guidancesyknd advices have been fundamentally different
to former farmans. guidances and advices."
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Hence we find the central doctrine of the living
Imam and the historical circumstances of the Kho#a
Ismailis during the period of the Imamat of the Aga
Khan III and the present Aga Khan, distinctly co-
related , It is not surprising therefore that reforms
in the community were remarkably successful and soeedy.
What is especially important to note is that the
authority of the Aga Khan extended over the whole
of community-life, including, that is, its social and
economic spheres. In connection with the reform in
these spheres, moreover, the personal careers and
accomplishments of the Aga Khan III and the present
Aga Khan have been extremely important. As H.S.
Morris notes, the "personal authority and prestige
of the late Aga Khan, combined with his position as
imam, allowed him to act as what one might call an
A fi
'institutionalized prophet'." His career "a3 an
international statesman and European aristocrat
increased, if that were possible, his prestige with
his followers."^ In this way, through the weight of
his authority and experience he rendered possible a
major breakthrough in the organization of the community.
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Similarly, the present Aga Khan's leadership has been
responsible for equally dramatic changes in the
outlook of his East African followers in the crucial
years following independence. In this way, the
circumstances of East African history, and the pressure
of important events and changes on the community in
East Africa, forced the Imam to become increasingly
involved in leading his followers in secular matters.
Although according to the doctrine of the community
the Imam is both a spiritual as well as a temporal
overlord, the growing interests of the community in
secular affairs called for a degree of involvement
on the part of the Imam which was unprecedented in
the history of the Khoja Ismailis since conversion.
Thus, the orovision in the doctrine that the Imam
can guide his followers in purely wordly matters in
addition to the spiritual, was put into practice to
maximum extent, so much so that it is this aspect of
his role that attracts more attention outside the
community and, sometimes, within it as well.
Fever in the history of the Khoja Ismailie was its
religious and temporal leadership so perfectly
synthesized in such a systematic fashion.
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Conclusionsi continuity and change
This study has been dealing with a society one
of the most marked features of which is that there
have beeh important changes in the organization,
values and standards, habits and customs of its
members. The Ismailis in Bast Africa have now and
then found themselves confronted by the necessity of
undertaking new experiments in organization, making
fresh adaptations to an unending series of important
(and often unpredictable) events, and effecting re¬
adjustments when the equilibrium of the society has
been in danger of being upset. At the same time, the
over-all pattern of the society, especially that
consisting of factors related to its religion, has
remained constant. A consideration of the process
of change and the factor of continuity in the history
of the society is thus crucial, for it is only then
that the over-all shape of the society in the period
under consideration can be properly understood.
Anyone wishing to understand social change as a
whole in a specific group of people has to grapple
with a variety of difficult questions. What is the
rate or oace at which change is taking place? In
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what direction is it heading? What are the sources
of the change? What factors caused the process of
change to take place in the first instance? How
much of the society has changed - in other words what
is the nature (speaking about both quality and
intensity) of the change? These questions are as
applicable to the Ismailis in East Africa as any other
society in the world, but the answers offered would
have to be based on a meticulous consideration of
those features of the Ismaili society which have
been demonstrated to be remarkable or functionally
effective in some special and exceptional ways.
As for the rate of change, the concept is clearly
relative, for any judgement about the speed at which
change has taken place among the Ismailis would have
to take account of the span of time selected for
examination, as well as some comparative criterion
of what can be called Msneedy" or "slow". As for the
direction of the change, it was clearly heading towards
modernization and adaptation to the East African
political and social environment (the two processes
being closely interlinked). But it is less easy
to make such a confident assertion in the context of
current changes, for though adaptation to the
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aspirations of the Africans remains a supreme goal of
the community, concern about its historical identity
and religious heritage is also being felt increasingly
strongly. "Regarding the soxirces of the change,
the institution of the Imamat, and, more concretely,
the manner in which the Aga Khans utilized their
authority in the community to pragmatic ends, occupy,
as we have seen, a central place in the analysis.
In understanding what made the changes imperative in
the first place, the novelty of the economic,
political and cultural situation in East Africa (as
contrasted to the pattern prevalent in India), is
supremely essential. The last question, regarding
the nature and depth of the change, is most
fundamental of all, and as such calls for careful
consideration.
The question as to how far the process of change
has penetrated (or has failed to penetrate) the basic
strata of the society's structure is a difficult
and comulex question. For the answer depends
ultimately on which and how many asoects of the
society's structure are assumed to be basic or
fundamental, and how many are considered as ancillary
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or subordinate. Moreover, the changes that have
affected the society can be understood concretely
only by isolating the various departments of the
system, as we have done, in broad outlines, in the
previous chanters. It hardly needs pointing out,
however, that many of these changes can be seen to
have led to reverberations in areas of the community's
life other than those immediately affected (although
the effect has not always been direct or immediate).
An understanding of the whole pattern of the process
of change, further change elsewhere in the community
as a result of the first, and consequent re-adjustment,
therefore, demands a keen eye for inter-balance.
Moreover, since the change is an ongoing process,
since, in other words, the society is constantly in
motion, analysis becomes proportionately more
difficult. Our ambition here is relatively modest
and our attempt here will be confined to stating some
general though by no means conclusive assumptions
regarding the extent of change in the Israaili
community in East Africa since the time of migration
and settlement.
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The discussion in the previous chapters should
leave no doubt about the fact there have been numerous
changes in the organization and life-mode of the
Ismailis in East Africa since the time they settled
there. The pattern of relationship in India had
been highly traditional, with heavy emphasis on
kinship and personal, particularistic considerations.
In East Africa, the family has moved progressively
in the direction of the nuclear set-up, kinship is
considered to a slightly lesser extent in matters of
organization and leadership, and a massive
administrative structure has been erected. What is
more, the life-style of the community-members has
become progressively Westernized, and contact and
integration with the indigenous population has
been steadily accelerated. Despite these momentous
changes, however, the system as a whole has remained
fundamentally unaltered. In the ultimate analysis,
this fact owes itself to the institution of the Imamat.
The principle of allegiance and obedience to the Imam
has remained pivotal in the community, and so long
as this principle remains as the foundation of the
structure, it is wrong to speak of any important basic
alteration. Moreover, the whole structure of
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religious beliefs and rites has also remained
recognizably same, and although important modifications
were and are being introduced here and there, changes
in this sohere have been very gradual in comparison
to the social sohere, and the basic pattern has
therefore remained unaltered • The .jamatkhana has
remained as a mainspring of the religious and social
consciousness of the followers and has in fact gained
in importance, through the extension of its function,
in that it has become the very hub of Ismaili activity
in social and economic spheres. It is useful here
to adopt a distinction drawn by Talcott Parsons
between change of system and change within a system.
The distinction is taken up, for one, by Lewis Coser,
who suggests that we may justifiably speak of
change of system only when "all major structural
relations, its basic institutions, and its orevailing
value system have been drastically altered,..." The
fact that among the Ismailis the over-all system has
been preserved remarkably intact indicates that those
changes that have affected the community have taken
place,despite their momentous nature, within the
over-all system. However, it is important to
note that changes within a system may lead to or
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even constitute a change of system in the long run.
It is only over a period of time commensurate with
the rate of change that the observer can notice a
fundamental change having taken place as a
consequence of apparently superficial changes, in the
form of an aggregate or sum-total of such changes.
Since in the case of the Ismailis the religious
system forms the criterion for ascertaining the extent
and depth of the change, the way to determine this
is by taking a look at the religious situation in
the community today, and asking whether it displays
any characteristics that can be distinctly related to
the changes in the social sphere of the community
over the century. One process to which reforms of
a modernizing nature would be expected to lead is
secularization. Therefore, a pertinent question is
whether and to what extent secularization has affected
contemporary Ismailism.
One factor conducive to secularization which has
come into being among the Ismailis as a result of the
circumstances of East African history, is the
increasing separation of activities. Whereas
formerly nearly all the roles of the individual Israaili
were located within the frontiers of the community,
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owing to the developments related in the previous
chanters, these roles have become increasingly spread
out or diversified into areas outside the boundaries
of the community. In other cases, new roles have
been added,which again fall outside the matrix of
the community. This is an important factor, and can
be best understood through specific illustrations.
An important instance of this process of
differentiation or diversification of roles is to
be found in the occupational sphere. In the early
days of their settlement in East Africa, the Israailis
were mainly retail traders cn/small-scale basis,
managing their concerns either single-handedly or in
collaboration with relatives. When they went into
large-scale concerns, however, it became necessary
for them to adopt more sophisticated commercial
techniques, and to have contacts with non-Ismaili
traders, thus leading to friendships and partnerships
with persons not belonging to the community.
Nevertheless, the Ismailis maintained their foothold
in the community through endogamy and through regular
attendance in the jamatkhana. In recent years,
however, there has been a steady growth of a distinct
group within the community consisting of professionals.
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And it is important to note that professional education
has a secular ethic of its own, which is at best
indeoendent of the religious ethos of the cormnunity#
A related development is also to be found in the
activities of the younger generation. To begin with,
more and more Ismaili youngsters go in for professional
education, thus separating themselves from the family
occupation and, indirectly, adopting a life-style and
cultivating an outlook markedly different from, if
not contrary to, that of their oarents. Moreover the
schools, as we saw earlier, have become multi-racial,
with the result that there is decreasing inter-action
with the community-structure. Youth activities,
such as scouting, etc., also lead to initiation into a
"neutral" secular ethos shared by children of all
communities. Again, as was suggested in the last
chapter, while the rigorous religious ethics of early
Ismailism drew from the followers such a total
commitment that the old order was effectively over¬
hauled, the hold of traditionalism was weakened and a
potent leverage was Drovided for modernization, such
a development, after a certain time, is likely to
cease to require religious backing and to became self-
generating. Last, but not least, the rapid and
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dramatic growth of African nationalism and the
establishment of independent government demanded
active participation, which the lsmailis, as we saw
earlier, have been quick to offer. The over-all
effect of all these events and developments on the
religious situation in the community has been that
its ethos is no longer all-encompassing, in that the
monopoly of the community over all the various roles
of the individual Ismaili has been broken. Thus
there has been a narrowing down of the actual sway
of the religion in the individual's practical life,
which has come under an increasing number of domains
of activity which are outside the community and the
ethics of which consist in a kind of autonomous
rationality. This does not, of course, prove
whether secularization has or has not gained ground;
but it does show beyond all doubt that the conditions
which have emerged are favourable to the growth of a
secular mentality.
In the 50's and the 60's both the Imam himself
as well as the community leaders found it necessary to
re-emohasize the pristine religious identity of the
community, and to stimulate a revival of interest in
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religion. This in itself suggests that signs of
inoipient secularization were discernible. It also
suggests, however, particularly if such a revival was
deet> and widespread, that the possibility of a
secularizing process being effectively forestalled
was strengthened by these measures. In 1936 the
Aga Khan III had said in a farman: "you should not
forget your ancient religion. The banks of a river
keep on changing but the water remains the same.
Just as the water in a river is everflowing, so the
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line of Iraamat never stops and is perpetual."
Similar farmans were repeated now and then in the last
two decades of the Aga Khan Ill's Imamat. The
present Aga Khan's re-emphasis on religious under¬
standing is well-known in the community. In view
of the more rapid and momentous changes in the
organization of the community under his Imamat, his
statements on religious issues are greeted more eagerly
and deemed specially significant. On the whole, his
interpretation of the faith is at once more in line
with general Islamic thought, and more addressed to
pragmatic ends. (For instance, regular prayer,
according to hi$, is essential in order to provide
"humility in success and strength in adversity,"^)
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Hi3 farming to the community thug appear to be called
forth by a clear recognition of the possibility that
a secular or materialistic outlook may find root in
the community as a sequel to changing circumstances
ushered in by technological progress. Clearly, it
is in the belief that he has a responsibility to avert
the 3oread of rauch an outlook that he periodically
makes farnans such as theses "If my spiritual children
were ever to manage their lives in such a way so as
to cone to believe that their minde create rather
than having been created, and that their material
4
comfort is such that spiritual humility is no longer
warranted, I can tell you now that the true and real
happiness which I pray it should be your blessing
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to experience, will never touch your hearts."
And, on the same note: "It must never be said
generations hence that in our greed for the material
goods of the rich West we have foresaken our
responsibilities to the poor, to the orphans, to the
traveller, to the single woman.
"The day we no longer know how, nor have the time
nor the faith to how in prayer to Allah because the
human soul that He has told us is eternal is no longer
of sufficient importance to us to be worthy of an
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hour of our daily working, profit-seeking time, will
be a sunless day of despair."
On the whole, the present Aga Khan, being young
and educated in the West, conforms to the expectations
of the loyal but educated young members in the
community, who enthusiastically take oride in having
an "atomic-age Imam" at the helm of the community.
Indeed, the late Aga Khan, while appointing his
grandson to succeed him,stated in his will that in
view of "fundamentally altered conditions in the world
in the very recent years due to the great changes
which have taken place, including the discoveries of
atomic science", he thought it important that he should
be succeeded "by a young man who has been brought up
.... in the midst of the new age and who brings a new
outlook on life to his office as Imam," ^ If the
Aga Khan succeeds in evoking enthusiasm among his
followers for the ideals of faith, which he has up to
now shown himself eager to do, it may well be that the
growth of the secular mentality will have been checked.
In the course of achieving this, however, it is not
improbable that he may give the lead or act as an
agent, either deliberately or unwittingly, in the
emergence of religious attitudes integrated with the
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prevailing circumstances and thus indicating a
modification of certain traditional doctrines.
This, however, is a matter for the future, and as
such we are but in a realm of conjecture as far as
this point is concerned. What is important to bear
in mind, however, is that the social and spiritual
facets of the Imam's leadership are still as
thoroughly blended into each other as they were during
the life of his grandfather. This aspect of his
position, combined with his supreme say in the
community, is apt to continue to nurture a religious
consciousness in the community. This fact,
however, brings us to a last important question - to
what extent, if any, has the Imamat itself been
affected by changed circumstances J?
The beliefs concerning the Imamat in Ismailism
have been considered with a fair measure of detail
in this study. It is important to remember that
these beliefs were derived both from the esoteric
speculations blended with Sufi or mystical metaphors,
as well as the Hindu doctrine of divine incarnations.
An important trend in Ismailisra under the last and the
present Aga Khans has consisted in a steady reduction
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of the prominence of ideas about the Imam depicting
him as an embodiment of the divine essence, which
form a central feature of the glnans, discussed in
detail in Chapter II of this thesis. The Aga Khan III
himself scarcely made any reference to these ideas for
a long time since the turn of this century. In a
significant farman made at Bombay in 1950, he
suggested that the philosophy of the Imamat should be
expounded in accordance with Islamic principles,
The present Aga Khan has carried the streamlining
process even farther, and it appears that he clearly
deprecates any tendency on the part of his followers
to attach importance to the Imamat at the expense of
fundamental Islamic dogmas. To begin with, his tone,
although charged with authority,is overtly "human"
in that he relies increasingly on appeal to good sense
rather than solely on his position as Imam, in pushing
reforms in the community. Secondly, his farmans
abound with references to Islam rather than Ismailism -
it is clear that he is steering the religious impulses
of his followers onto the broader Islamic front rather
than Ismailisra. No doubt, the principle of Imamat
still remains as important as ever, but it is couched
in increasingly milder language, more in line with
early moderate Ismallism,
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Despite this, however, the relationship between
the Imam and the Ismailis remains the same. No
matter how the Im&mat is understood and interpreted
in theological thought, its pivotal place in Ismaili
doctrine, and the emphasis on allegiance and obedience
to him, has survived the crucial years of transition,
and shows signs of doing so in the years to come.
The close ties between the Imam and his followers,
and the sentiments of warm reciprocal affection which
are repeatedly displayed by the Imam and the
followers, continue unimpaired. In so far as this
is true, it can be safely concluded that despite
changes of a far-reaching character crowding the
eventful history of the community in this period of
transition and vicissitude, the core of the system,
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